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Abstract

Questionnaire design is routinely guided by classic experiments on question
form, wording, and context conducted decades ago. This article explores
whether two question order effects (one due to the norm of evenhanded-
ness and the other due to subtraction or perceptual contrast) appear in
surveys of probability samples in the United States and 11 other countries
(Canada, Denmark, Germany, Iceland, Japan, the Netherlands, Norway,
Portugal, Sweden, Taiwan, and the United Kingdom; N ¼ 25,640). Advancing
theory of question order effects, we propose necessary conditions for each
effect to occur, and found that the effects occurred in the nations where
these necessary conditions were met. Surprisingly, the abortion question
order effect even appeared in some countries in which the necessary con-
dition was not met, suggesting that the question order effect there (and
perhaps elsewhere) was not due to subtraction or perceptual contrast. The
question order effects were not moderated by education. The strength of
the effect due to the norm of evenhandedness was correlated with various
cultural characteristics of the nations. Strong support was observed for the
form-resistant correlation hypothesis.

Keywords

survey methods, questionnaire design, question order effects, cross-cultural,
perceptual contrast

Introduction

Over many decades, much research has yielded recommendations about how

to design survey questions optimally (Krosnick and Presser 2010; Saris and

Gallhofer 2014; Schuman and Presser 1981; Tourangeau, Rips, and Rasinski

2000). Most of these recommendations are based on the results of experi-

mental studies in which respondents were randomly assigned to be asked a

question or set of questions in different ways. Such manipulations have

varied the number of points on rating scales, for example, the wordings of

questions, the order in which response options are presented, the order in

which questions are asked, whether and how to offer a “don’t know” option

to respondents, and more. The impacts of such manipulations on responses

are called “response effects.”

One especially interesting type of response effect involves question order.

Answers to a target question can be changed by asking another question

before asking the target question (e.g., McFarland 1981; Schuman, Presser,
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and Ludwig 1981). For example, in one experiment conducted in 1948, 37

percent of Americans said that Communist news reporters should be allowed

into the United States to report information to their home countries, whereas

73 percent of other respondents expressed this opinion after first being asked

whether a communist country like Russia should admit American reporters

(Hyman and Sheatsley 1950). A wide array of different question order effects

have been documented in the published literature, and they seem to occur due

to a variety of cognitive processes including perceptual contrast, subtraction,

and more (Moore 2002; Tourangeau and Rasinski 1988).

However, most of this research on question design has been based on data

collected from Americans using questionnaires in English. Only in recent

years has an increasing number of experiments been conducted elsewhere in

the world. For example, questionnaire design experiments are now routinely

administered via the European Social Survey in many countries (e.g., Saris

and Gallhofer 2011). But to date, no literature has evaluated the general-

izability of well-known question order effects originally documented with

U.S. data across a wide array of other nations that differ in terms of language,

culture, context, and other attributes. In light of currently escalating desire

for evidence on replicability, such research seems particularly valuable (Bol-

len et al. 2015).

In this article, we report tests of two question order effects that were

described by Schuman and Ludwig (1983) and Schuman and Presser

(1981): one involving financial contributions by businesses and labor unions

and the other involving abortion. We assessed (1) whether the same effects

were observed when the same experiments were repeated via Internet data

collection 35 years after the original studies in the United States, (2) whether

the same effects were observed when the businesses and labor unions experi-

ment was conducted in 9 other countries (11 samples) and the abortion experi-

ment was conducted in 11 other countries (14 samples) after the questions

were translated into other languages, and (3) whether the question order effects

were stronger among people with less education (Narayan and Krosnick 1996).

The Contributions Experiment

Schuman and Ludwig (1983) identified question order effects that occurred

when the second question in a sequence activates the so-called norm of

evenhandedness in the mind of the respondent, which changes how he or

she answers that second question. In one such study conducted in 1947, U.S.

respondents were asked two questions about whether they thought that two

different and traditionally antagonistic groups, labor unions and
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businesses, should be allowed to make financial contributions to political

campaigns (Schuman and Ludwig 1983). When each respondent was

asked just one of these questions, people expressed support for contribu-

tions by unions more often than those by businesses: 23 percent versus

14 percent, respectively.

When the respondents were next asked about the other group, Schuman

and Ludwig (1983) speculated, respondents are likely to have thought about a

consideration that would not necessarily enter their minds when asked about

only a single group. Specifically, respondents might recognize that unions

and businesses are often in conflict with one another, so if one group is given

a right or opportunity, fairness would demand that the other group be given

the same right or opportunity in order to avoid bias or favoritism. As a result,

Schuman and Ludwig (1983) speculated, respondents may shift their answers

to the second question in the sequence in the direction of their answers to the

question that they had already answered. In line with this reasoning, endor-

sement of contributions by labor unions decreased from 23 percent when

the question was asked first to 16 percent when the question was asked

second (w2 ¼ 17.62, p < .001; see row 1 in Table 1), and endorsement of

contributions by businesses increased from 14 percent to 24 percent (w2 ¼
47.05, p < .001) when that question was asked second.

This logic suggests that a question order effect inspired by the norm of

evenhandedness will only be observed when three conditions are met. First, the

norm of evenhandedness must be endorsed in principle by individuals parti-

cipating in the survey. We would not expect to see such a question order effect

among respondents who do not endorse such a norm. Second, respondents

must have contrasting evaluations of the two parties mentioned in the question.

That is, respondents must normally be inclined to favor one of the groups over

the other, so that answers to the questions asked first will reflect that prefer-

ence, and that preference will be minimized when answering the second ques-

tions after activation of the norm. Thus, the question order effect involving the

Communist and American reporter questions (Hyman and Sheatsley 1950)

probably hinges on the negative evaluations of communist countries and pos-

itive evaluations of the United States that were prevalent in America in 1948.

Third, respondents must not think of the norm when asked the first question

and must be prompted to think of it for the first time when asked the second

question. That is, such question order effects might not occur if respondents

have enough cognitive capacity to spontaneously think of the norm of even-

handedness when asked the first question.

In line with the third condition, past studies have found that less educated

respondents were more likely to manifest question order effects due to the
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norm of evenhandedness (Narayan and Krosnick 1996). Education may

moderate the effect because more educated respondents are more likely to

think of the norm spontaneously when answering the first question, so norm

activation does not occur only when the second question is asked (Schuman

and Ludwig 1983). In contrast, less educated individuals may be less likely to

spontaneously think of the norm initially and may therefore be more dis-

rupted by its activation when asked the second question.

If this is true, then any attempt to replicate an experiment involving the

norm of evenhandedness in the United States might fail if Americans are now

more cognitively skilled than they were at the time of Schuman and Presser’s

(1981) experiments. And indeed, Americans are now much more educated

than they were in 1947 (Nie, Golde, and Butler 2009). If this increase in

education has been paralleled by an increase in cognitive skills, then perhaps

question order effects due to the norm of evenhandedness may now be

weaker than they used to be.

In line with this reasoning, Schuman and Presser (1981) found a consider-

ably smaller question order effect in the Communist and American newspaper

reporters experiment in 1980 than had been observed in 1948, a time period

during which educational attainment in America rose. However, Nie and

colleagues (2009) have argued that the apparent rise in education was simply

due to a change in the criteria used for credentialing, not a change in Amer-

icans’ cognitive skills. Therefore, question order effects based on the norm of

evenhandedness may be no weaker today than they were decades ago.

The Abortion Experiment

Another well-known question order effect involves abortion. Specifically,

Schuman and Presser (1981) discovered that support for abortion being legal

when a married woman does not want any more children was 12.6 percentage

points lower when that question was asked after respondents were asked about

whether abortion should be legal if there is a strong chance of serious defect in

the baby (w2¼ 9.52, p < .01; row 1 in Table 2). This question order effect was not

symmetric: asking first about abortion by the women who does not want any

more children did not alter expressed attitudes toward abortion in the case of a

birth defect (D¼�1.0 percent, w2¼ .11, p > .05; Schuman and Presser 1981).

Two different explanations have been proposed for this question order

effect. The first involves a change of meaning of the second question. Accord-

ing to Schwarz and Bless’ (1992a) inclusion–exclusion model, respondents

reinterpret a later question in a sequence in light of inferences about what they

think the researcher intends to ask. In this instance, conversational norms are

6 Sociological Methods & Research XX(X)
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thought to dictate that a researcher would not ask the same question twice, just

as during an everyday conversation, one participant would not ask, “How are

you doing?” immediately after his or her conversational partner has answered

exactly that question (Grice 1975; Schwarz 1994).

If respondents are first asked about abortion by a married woman, the

respondents might assume that one reason she might not want more children

is if the baby might have a birth defect. But if those respondents were first

asked about whether abortion should be permitted when a serious birth defect

is possible, the respondents may infer that the researcher means the married

woman does not want more children for other reasons, not including a serious

chance of a birth defect. Assuming that people generally see a high likelihood

of a serious birth defect as a compelling reason to permit abortion, then

subtracting that reason out from the set of reasons for which the married

woman might not want more children may leave fewer respondents suppor-

tive of the woman’s right to obtain an abortion (Schuman et al. 1981).

Bishop, Oldendick, and Tuchfarber (1985) reported evidence challen-

ging the claim that subtraction is responsible for this question order effect.

These researchers asked respondents why they favored or opposed making

abortion legal for a married woman who does not want more children. None

of the respondents mentioned the possibility of a birth defect as underlying

their reasoning.

A second possible explanation for the question order effect is quite dif-

ferent: perceptual contrast. A great deal of research in psychology suggests

that perceptions of objects change when perceived in relation to specific

other objects (e.g., Higgins and Lurie 1957; Stevens 1957). When lifting a

moderately sized, medium-weight block of metal, a person may perceive it to

be moderately heavy. But if the person picks up that weight just after previ-

ously lifting a very heavy weight, the moderate-sized weight will seem light.

By the same token, lifting the moderate-sized weight after lifting a very light

weight will make the former seem heavier.

This logic may also apply to Schuman and Presser’s (1981) abortion

question order effect. If a person perceives a high likelihood of a serious

birth defect as a very compelling reason to permit abortion, answering a

question about that reason first might make wanting no more children seem

to be not as compelling a reason as it would have been if considered alone

(Bishop et al. 1985). As a result, people might be less likely to permit

abortion under those circumstances. In order for the abortion question order

effect to occur, according to either of these explanations, respondents must

consider a likely serious birth defect to be a much more compelling reason

than the desire to have no more children.

8 Sociological Methods & Research XX(X)



Education may seem unlikely to moderate perceptual contrast effects. If

one reason to obtain an abortion seems highly compelling and the other

reason does not, then asking about the former should lead the latter to seem

even less compelling, regardless of a respondent’s cognitive skills. On the

other hand, because a question order effect driven by perceptual contrast

requires that a respondent does the cognitive work to recall his or her answer

to a prior question and takes that answer into account when responding to the

next question, less educated respondents might be less likely to manifest the

question order effect because they may be less able to do that extra cognitive

work.1 If the abortion question order effect is due to subtraction, then more

educated respondents might manifest a stronger question order effect

because they may be more likely to have the cognitive resources available

during the interview to adjust their interpretation of the question. However,

Schuman and colleagues (1981) found no moderation of the order effect by

education, so the same may be observed here.

Between-Country Differences

There are at least three reasons why previous findings on question order

effects due to the norm of evenhandedness obtained in the Unite States may

not generalize to the rest of the world. First, the norm of evenhandedness may

be weaker in another country. For instance, because many Asian cultures

cultivate self-concepts that are based on the principle of interdependency

between people (Singelis 1994), the norm of evenhandedness appears to be

much stronger in Asian countries than in Western countries (Shen, Wan, and

Wyer 2011). Second, in countries with a more educated population, more

people might have the cognitive capacities to take the norm of evenhanded-

ness into account when answering the first question. Third, countries might

differ from one another in the extent to which the two parties asked about in

the two questions are evaluated differently. That is, if in some countries,

financial contributions by unions are not evaluated differently from financial

contributions by businesses, we should not expect to see the question order

effect involving those groups (Schuman and Ludwig 1983).

There are also two reasons why previous findings on the abortion question

order effect in the United States may not appear in the rest of the world. First,

cultures may differ from one another in the extent of endorsement of the

conversational norm potentially responsible for subtracting the birth defect

reason from the reasons considered by the married woman (Bless and

Schwarz 2010). Haberstroh and colleagues (2002) argued that respondents

in collectivistic cultures think of themselves more in terms of
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interdependence with others and are therefore more likely to consider what

the interviewer wants to know. Accordingly, these respondents may be more

likely to assume that the interviewer is not asking the same question twice,

yielding stronger question order effects (Schwarz 1994). Second, there may

be no perceptual contrast between the two abortion questions in a country.

That is, if in some countries, abortion in case of a strong chance of a serious

birth defect and in case that a married woman does not want any more

children are considered equally good or bad reasons for an abortion, no

question order effect should occur.

Following earlier research on cultural differences in response effects,

this study explored the relations between countries’ cultural characteristics

and the sizes of the question order effects. Studies found, for instance, that

there is less acquiescence (the tendency to agree with a statement indepen-

dently of its content) in countries with a more individualistic culture com-

pared to countries with a more collectivistic culture (He et al. 2014;

Rammstedt, Danner, and Bosnjak 2017). Making use of existing databases

with cultural country indicators (Hofstede 2001; Schwartz 2004), we exam-

ined whether similar associations exist with regard to question order

effects.

Method

Data

Two question order experiments were implemented using 14 probability sam-

ples of the general population in 12 countries (see Table 3) as a part of the

Multi-national Study of Questionnaire Design (Silber et al. 2018). Data were

collected between 2013 and 2015 via the Internet in the United States (Time-

Sharing Experiments for the Social Sciences (TESS) and Gallup), Canada, the

Netherlands, Taiwan, Iceland, Germany (German Internet Panel), Norway,

and Sweden.2 Face-to-face interviews were conducted in Japan. A mixed-

mode design was employed in Denmark (online, mail, and telephone), in

Germany (GESIS Panel; online and mail), in Portugal (online and telephone),

and in the United Kingdom (online and computer-assisted personal interview).

The samples vary between 790 and 4,298 respondents. In total, 25,640 respon-

dents participated in this project. A detailed description of the study setup,

translation procedure, and the sampling strategy in each country is provided by

Silber et al. (2018).3 Basic methodological information for each study (Online

Appendix A) and full translated question wordings for each country (Online

Appendix B) can be found in the Online Appendix.
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Measures

Contributions experiment. An experiment originally implemented in a 1947

Gallup poll and first reported by Schuman and Ludwig (1983) was repeated.

Respondents were randomly allocated to answer first either the question, “Do

you think labor unions should be permitted to spend their money to help elect

Table 3. Percentage of Cases With Missing Values in 14 Samples.

Country

Percentage Missing
in Contributions

Experiment

Percentage
Missing in
Abortion

Experiment

Total N of
Casesc

Survey
ModedBusinesses Unions

No More
Children

Birth
Defect

United States
(Gallup)

1.8 1.9 2.4 2.4 2,012 O

United States
(TESSa)

— — 1.4 1.4 1,029 O

Canada 0.2 0.2 0.6 1.0 1,317 O
The Netherlands 1.0 0.8 0.6 0.5 2,257 O
United Kingdom 4.6 5.1 3.5 2.7 2,262 O, F2F
Denmark 1.5 1.4 1.3 1.7 1,325 O, T, M
Taiwan 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 790 O
Iceland 4.3 4.5 5.0 4.4 3,141 O
Germany (German

Internet Panel)
0.5 0.3 0.5 0.7 1,053 O

Germany (GESIS) 2.1 2.3 2.6 2.9 4,298 O, M
Portugala — — 0.0 0.0 1,204 O, T
Norwayb 4.0 4.0 3.1 3.4 1,215/1,634 O
Sweden 2.9 2.9 2.9 2.9 1,770 O
Japana — — 3.9 5.4 1,548 F2F
Total 1.9 2.0 2.3 2.3 21,440/25,640

aThe questions about financial contributions were not asked in the United States (TESS), Por-
tugal, and Japan due to space limitations in the questionnaires.
bDifferent subsamples of the Norwegian Citizen Panel received the two sets of questions. A
total of 1,215 respondents received the question about financial contributions, and 1,634
respondents received the questions about abortion. Only 259 respondents were asked both
sets of questions.
cThe actual sample size is larger in some country, but panel members who did not participate in
the wave in which the experiments were conducted are not considered missing values. These
were n¼ 84 in Germany (GIP), n¼ 5 in Norway (financial contributions), and n¼ 10 in Norway
(abortion).
dO ¼ online, T ¼ telephone, M ¼ mail, F2F ¼ face to face.
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or defeat candidates for political offices?” or the question, “Do you think

businesses should be permitted to spend their money to help elect or defeat

candidates for political offices?” Respondents were then asked the other

question. Response options were “Yes” (coded 1) and “No” (coded 0). Due

to space limitations in some questionnaires, this experiment was included in

all samples except for TESS in the United States and the Portuguese and

Japanese samples.

Abortion experiment. Respondents were randomly assigned to the order in

which two questions about abortion were asked (Schuman and Presser

1981): “Do you think it should be possible for a pregnant woman to obtain

a legal abortion if she is married and does not want any more children?” and

“Do you think it should be possible for a pregnant woman to obtain a legal

abortion if there is a strong chance of serious defect in the baby?” Response

options were “Yes” (coded 1) and “No” (coded 0).

Education. In each country, respondents were asked about their highest level of

formal education and subsequently classified as having low, medium, or high

levels of formal education. The measurement and meaning of education varied

across countries (see Schneider, Joye, and Wolf 2016), so experts from the

GESIS methodology center in Mannheim, Germany, advised on how to best

assign respondents in each country to one of the three education levels.

Analyses

Question order effects were assessed by separate w2 tests in each country.4

Moderation by education was tested by estimating the parameters of logistic

regression equations in each country predicting responses to the target ques-

tion with an interaction between the order in which the question was asked

and respondents’ education along with the two main effects. Finally, all

respondents were combined into one data set to test the effect of education

across all samples simultaneously. For these analyses, random effects multi-

level models were conducted to control for the nesting of respondents in

samples (Snijders and Bosker 1999).5

Results

Contributions Experiment

Necessary condition. In Schuman and Ludwig’s (1983) experiment, a neces-

sary condition for the norm of evenhandedness to cause question order
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effects was met: Respondents evaluated financial contributions by businesses

and unions differently when those evaluations were reported first. A total of

13.3 percent of respondents said that businesses should be allowed to make

financial contributions (see row 1 in Table 4), whereas 23.2 percent of

respondents said that unions should be allowed to make such contributions,

a highly significant difference of 9.9 percentage points (w2¼ 42.88, p < .001;

Table 4).

This necessary condition was met in 7 of the 11 newly collected data sets.

In four samples, businesses’ financial contributions were evaluated less

favorably than unions’ contributions, mirroring the findings reported by

Schuman and Ludwig (1983) (see rows 2–5 in Table 4). In three other

samples, businesses’ financial contributions received significantly more sup-

port than unions’ contributions (see rows 6–8 in Table 4).

The necessary condition of more favorable evaluations of one party than

the other was not met in the remaining four new data sets. Support for the

right to make financial contributions was not significantly different regarding

Table 4. Support for Unions’ and Businesses’ Contributions When Asked First.

Country

Percentage Support
When Asked First

Difference w2 NBusinesses Unions

Original result
United States (Gallup) 1947a 13.3 23.2 9.9 42.88*** 2,634

Meet necessary condition
United States (Gallup) 37.0 43.4 6.4 8.50** 1,974
Canada 17.5 24.1 6.6 8.59** 1,314
The Netherlands 9.0 13.6 4.6 11.60** 2,238
United Kingdom 19.8 27.8 8.0 19.24*** 2,147

Necessary condition reversed
Denmark 46.1 33.0 �13.1 23.83*** 1,317
Taiwan 20.7 9.8 �10.9 18.50*** 790
Iceland 8.6 4.3 �4.3 22.85*** 2,981

Do not meet necessary condition
Germany (German Internet

Panel)
14.2 13.1 �1.1 0.25 1,048

Germany (GESIS) 12.2 11.2 �1.0 0.99 4,212
Norway 20.6 25.0 4.4 3.12 1,171
Sweden 20.1 19.6 �0.5 0.05 1,719

aUnited States Gallup 1947 is the original result presented by Schuman and Ludwig (1983).
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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unions and businesses (see the last four rows in Table 4). Therefore, no

question order effects due to the norm of evenhandedness are expected in

these four samples.

Question order effect in the United States. Schuman and Ludwig’s (1983) ques-

tion order effect appeared in the businesses and unions questions in the

United States in 2014 (Gallup). Support for contributions by businesses

increased by 5.1 percentage points when that question was preceded by the

unions question (w2 ¼ 7.85, p ¼ .01; row 2 in Table 1). And support for

unions’ financial contributions was significantly reduced when that question

was preceded by the question about businesses (D ¼ 5.6 percent, w2 ¼ 6.31,

p ¼ .01).

Question order effect in other countries. In the countries in which the necessary

condition for a question order effect was met, the effect appeared in all but

one such country. In all of the countries in which businesses’ contributions

were viewed less favorably than unions’ contributions (when measured ini-

tially), support for businesses’ contributions increased significantly when

this question was preceded by the question about unions (see rows 2–5 in

Table 1). And in the countries in which businesses’ contributions were

viewed more favorably than unions’ contributions, in all but one such coun-

try, support for union contributions increased when that question was pre-

ceded by the question about businesses (see rows 6 and 7 in Table 1).

Iceland was the only exception. Although Icelandic respondents favored

financial contributions by businesses more than contributions by unions

(D ¼ 4.3 percent, w2 ¼ 22.85, p < .001; row 8 in Table 4), support for union

contributions was not affected by asking the question about businesses first

(D ¼ �0.1 percent, w2 ¼ .03, p ¼ .98; row 8 in Table 1). And support for

financial contributions by businesses increased when that question was pre-

ceded by the question about unions (D ¼ 4.3 percent, w2 ¼ 14.35, p < .001).

As expected, no question order effects appeared in the countries in which

contributions by unions and businesses were viewed equally favorably (last

four rows in Table 1). Reversing the order in which the questions were

presented did not alter the amount of support expressed for contributions

by businesses or by unions.

Moderation by education. The question order effects that did appear were not

consistently moderated by education. Moderation was statistically significant

in the expected direction in the United States (b ¼ .38, SE ¼ .18, p ¼ .04,

Table 5). However, of the 44 tests of moderation across all countries, only
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one other yielded a statistically significant effect (4.5 percent of the tests),

about what would be expected by chance alone (see Table 5). And when

combining across all countries, education did not moderate the question

order effect in a random effects multilevel model (see the last row in Table

5)6. This replicates results of Schuman and Ludwig (1983), who also did not

find moderation by education.

Country characteristics. Table 6 shows that the absolute change of the support

for businesses’ financial contributions when that question was preceded by

the unions question was strongly correlated with a number of cultural

characteristics of the countries. Surprisingly, the question order effect was

Table 5. Variation in the Contributions Question Order Effect By Education.

Country

Businesses Can Make
Contributions

Unions Can Make
Contributions

High Versus
Medium
and Low
Education

Low Versus
Medium
and High
Education

High Versus
Medium
and Low
Education

Low Versus
Medium
and High
Education

z p z p z p z p

Meet necessary condition
United States (Gallup) 2.06* .04 �1.48 .14 �1.21 .23 �0.23 .82
Canada �1.54 .12 0.05 .96 �0.05 .96 1.22 .22
The Netherlands 0.75 .46 �0.08 .94 �0.31 .76 1.17 .24
United Kingdom 0.73 .47 0.44 .66 �0.35 .73 �0.65 .52

Meet necessary condition (reversed)
Denmark 0.57 .57 �1.00 .32 �0.08 .94 0.69 .49
Taiwan �1.81þ .07 1.79þ .07 1.19 .23 �1.68þ .09
Iceland 1.19 .23 �0.49 .63 0.78 .44 �1.96* .05

Do not meet necessary condition
Germany (German

Internet Panel)
1.05 .29 �1.30 .19 0.55 .58 1.33 .18

Germany (GESIS) �0.83 .40 0.19 .85 1.60 .11 �1.15 .25
Norway �0.14 .89 0.74 .46 0.14 .89 �0.51 .61
Sweden 0.72 .47 �0.71 .48 0.51 .61 �1.62 .11

Total samplea �1.79þ 0.07 �0.83 .41 �0.19 .85 �0.92 .36

Note: Z-statistics are from interaction coefficients of logistic regression models.
aThe total effect is calculated in a random effects multilevel model.
þp < .1 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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stronger in countries with a more individualistic culture than in countries

with a more collectivistic culture (r ¼ .82, p ¼ .01). Moreover, the effect

size was also significantly correlated with many other characteristics, such

as power distance, harmony, embeddedness, and egalitarian autonomy

(Table 6). None of these correlations were statistically significant for the

question about unions’ financial contribution when that question was preceded

by the businesses question (column 2 in Table 6). However, this may be due to

the small sample size of only eight countries for which cultural country char-

acteristics were available. In fact, the correlations between all cultural char-

acteristics with the businesses’ financial contributions effect sizes were

strongly correlated with the correlations between all cultural characteristics

with the unions’ financial contributions effect sizes (r ¼ .83, p ¼ .01). This

suggests that these cultural correlates of the contributions experiment were

reliable.

Table 6. Pearson Correlations Between the Absolute Size of the Question Order
Effects and Country Attributes.

Contributions Experiment
Abortion

Experiment

Country attribute

Businesses
Can Make

Contributions

Unions Can
Make

Contributions
Abortion When

No More Children

Hofstede cultural dimensionsa

Individualism/Collectivism .82** .42 �.02
Power distance .71* �.12 �.04
Uncertainty avoidance .05 �.33 .13
Masculinity .42 .21 �.04

Schwartz valuesb

Harmony �.76* �.47 .23
Embeddedness .71* .52 �.26
Hierarchy .49 �.05 �.28
Mastery .66* .44 .02
Affective autonomy �.33 �.03 .14
Intellectual autonomy �.64* �.53 �.17
Egalitarianism �.61 �.38 .66*

Note: Taiwan and Iceland are not included in these analyses because country attributes were not
available.
aHofstede cultural dimensions are taken from Hofstede (2001).
bSchwartz values are taken from Schwartz (2004).
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).

16 Sociological Methods & Research XX(X)



Abortion Question Order Effect

Necessary condition. In order for the abortion question order effect to occur in a

country due to perceptual contrast or subtraction, respondents must consider a

birth defect to be a more compelling reason for an abortion than a married

woman’s desire to have no more children. This condition was met in Schuman

and Presser’s (1981) data: 23.3 percentage points more respondents supported

permitting an abortion in the case of a risk of a serious birth defect than when a

woman does not want more children (w2¼ 42.88, p < .001; see row 1 in Table 7).

This necessary condition was also met in 11 of 14 samples examined

between 2013 and 2015 (rows 2–12 in Table 7). The necessary condition for

the abortion question order effect was not met in the three Scandinavian

countries (see the last three rows in Table 7). Equal numbers of respondents

favored allowing abortion for both reasons when each question was asked

first. Thus, if subtraction or perceptual contrast causes the abortion question

order effect, this effect should occur only in the 11 samples in which the

necessary condition was met and not in the Scandinavian countries.

Question order effect in the United States. The question order effect documented

by Schuman and Presser (1981) appeared in both U.S. samples in 2014

(Gallup) and in 2014–2015 (TESS). Support for the married woman who

does not want any more children getting an abortion was significantly or

marginally significantly reduced by 10.2 percentage points and 5.5 percent-

age points, respectively, when that question was preceded by the birth defect

question (Gallup, w2 ¼ 20.96, p < .001; TESS, w2 ¼ 3.06, p ¼ .08; Table 2).

As Schuman and Presser (1981) found, support for abortion in the case of a

possible birth defect was not affected by question order.

Question order effect in other countries. The question order effect appeared in

all but one country in which the necessary condition for that effect was met

(see rows 2–12 in Table 2). That is, asking the question about a birth defect

first reduced the support for abortion by the married woman who does not

want any more children in all countries except Japan. In that country, as

elsewhere, abortion was considered more acceptable in the case of a chance

of a birth defect than for the married woman, but reversing the order of the

two questions did not affect respondents’ support for the married woman’s

right to an abortion (w2 ¼ 0.43, p ¼ .51; row 12 in Table 2).

Surprisingly, the question order effect did appear in the three Scandi-

navian countries, even though the necessary condition for the effect to

occur due to subtraction or perceptual contrast was not met in any of
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them (see the last three rows in Table 2). Support for abortion by the

married woman who does not want any more children was reduced when

that question was preceded by the birth defect question between 3.4

percentage points (Sweden, w2 ¼ 6.64, p ¼ .01) and 10.7 percentage

points (Norway, w2 ¼ 28.66, p < .001). This therefore seems to challenge

the claim that the question order effect is due to subtraction or perception

contrast in these or any other countries since the necessary condition

proved not to be necessary.

Moderation by education. When analyzing each test separately, the question

order effects that appeared were not significantly moderated by education. Of

Table 7. Support for Abortion when a Married Woman Does Not Want More
Children and If There Is a Strong Chance of a Birth Defect when Asked First.

Country

Percentage
Support When

Asked First

Difference w2 N
Married
Woman

Birth
Defect

Original result
United States 1979a 60.7 84.0 23.3 42.88*** 293

Meet necessary condition
United States (Gallup) 65.0 72.9 7.9 14.45*** 1,957
United States (TESS) 56.3 69.2 12.9 17.99** 1,015
Canada 80.1 88.0 7.9 15.37*** 1,305
The Netherlands 72.7 91.4 18.7 133.06*** 2,248
United Kingdom 76.8 89.4 12.6 62.28*** 2,189
Iceland 86.2 95.1 8.9 69.72*** 2,968
Germany (German Internet

Panel)
80.2 91.5 11.3 27.07*** 1,047

Germany (GESIS) 77.7 89.4 11.7 103.02*** 4,188
Portugal 66.4 88.4 22.0 83.96*** 1,204
Taiwan 77.3 94.0 16.7 44.94*** 788
Japan 41.2 67.0 25.8 98.95*** 1,475

Do not meet necessary condition
Denmark 91.5 91.4 -0.1 .004 1,316
Norway 85.9 85.9 0.0 .001 1,587
Sweden 93.4 95.3 1.9 3.09þ 1,721

aUnited States 1979 is the original result presented by Schuman and Presser (1981).
þp < .1 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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the 56 tests, only three yielded statistically significant effects (5.4 percent of the

tests), about what would be expected by chance alone (see Table 8). Only one of

these three significant interactions was found for the question that showed a

significant main effect (abortion when no more children). This is in line with the

finding of Schuman et al. (1981), who did not find moderation by education

either. Interestingly, when combining data across all samples, education mod-

erated the abortion question order effect in a random effects multilevel model

(N¼ 23,932; b¼ .13, SE¼ .06, p¼ .05; see the last row in Table 8)7, suggesting

that the question order effect was less strong among more educated respondents.

Table 8. Variation in the Abortion Question Order Effect By Education.

Country

Abortion When
No More Children

Abortion When
Genetic Defect

High Versus
Medium
and Low
Education

Low Versus
Medium
and High
Education

High Versus
Medium
and Low
Education

Low Versus
Medium
and High
Education

z p z p z p z p

Meet necessary condition
United States (Gallup) �0.44 .66 0.54 .59 0.64 .53 �0.47 .64
United States (TESS) 1.34 .18 �1.58 .12 �0.20 .84 0.20 .84
Canada �0.92 .36 �1.52 .13 0.77 .44 0.84 .40
The Netherlands �0.06 .95 0.62 .53 �0.16 .87 �0.45 .66
United Kingdom 0.12 .90 1.05 .30 �0.52 .60 �0.42 .68
Iceland �0.05 .96 0.47 .64 �1.81þ .07 2.10* .04
Germany (German

Internet Panel)
0.51 .61 0.24 .81 0.48 .63 0.90 .37

Germany (GESIS) 0.57 .57 �0.18 .85 �0.91 .36 0.41 .68
Portugal 1.56 .12 �0.38 .70 �2.91** .004 0.76 .45
Taiwan �1.04 .30 0.39 .70 0.84 .40 0.93 .35
Japan 0.96 .34 �0.62 .53 �0.07 .95 1.56 .12

Do not meet necessary condition
Denmark �0.79 .43 0.89 .38 �0.78 .43 0.69 .49
Norway 1.74þ .08 �2.22* .03 1.33 .18 �0.35 .73
Sweden �0.60 .55 �0.16 .87 1.72þ .09 �0.34 .74

Total samplea 1.96* .05 �0.36 .72 �0.43 .67 1.33 .18

Note: Z-statistics are for interactions in logistic regressions.
aThe total effect is calculated in a random effects multilevel model.
þp < .01 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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This pattern of data could mean that there is no moderation by education,

because the effects in the individual samples were not consistently in the

same direction, or it could mean that more educated respondents are less

affected by question order, as suggested by the combined analyses. Either

way, these findings are not in line with our prediction of a stronger question

order effect among highly educated respondents.

Country characteristics. The size of the abortion question order effect did not

seem to correlate with any of the available country characteristics (Table

6). The effect size correlated positively with a country’s endorsement of

egalitarianism (r ¼ .66, p ¼ .03). However, this effect was importantly

driven by Japan, the only country in which the question order effect did not

appear. When Japan was removed from the analysis, the correlation became

nonsignificant (r ¼ .46, p ¼ .18). Also, none of the other correlations were

significant after Japan was removed from the analysis. This suggests that

the abortion question order effect is not regulated by these country-specific

characteristics.

Form-Resistant Correlation Hypothesis

Finally, we used the data to test Schuman and Presser’s (1981) “form-

resistant correlation” hypothesis. Those investigators found that a measure

correlated remarkably consistently with other variables, regardless of

changes in the forming, wording, or order of the question. So, for example,

answers to a question measuring an opinion correlated with the age of the

respondent similarly, regardless of whether the opinion question was in one

form or another.

We explored whether the rank ordering and spacing between countries in

terms of their responses to a question were maintained regardless of the order

in which the question was asked. And indeed, the results were striking.

Treating country as the unit of analysis, the Pearson product moment corre-

lation between answers to the business contributions question when asked

first versus second (column 1 vs. column 2 in Table 1) was .97. The correla-

tion between answers to the unions contributions question when asked first

versus second (column 6 vs. column 7 in Table 1) was .95. The correlation

between answers to the married woman question when asked first versus

second (column 1 vs. column 2 in Table 2) was .91. And the correlation

between answers to the birth defect question when asked first versus second

(column 6 vs. column 7 in Table 2) was .99. Thus, researchers interested in

studying cross-national differences in opinions on these issues would reach
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nearly identical conclusions regardless of which question order was used to

make the measurements.

Discussion

The contributions question order effect replicated in U.S. online surveys, and

the effect also occurred in five of the six other countries in which respondents

evaluated financial contributions by businesses and unions differently. This

question order effect was not found in the four samples in which respondents

did not favor financial contributions by one party over the other. These find-

ings are therefore in line with the claim that the norm of evenhandedness

causes this question order effect. The contributions question order effect was

not moderated by respondent education, challenging the claim that people with

strong cognitive skills are especially likely to think of the norm of evenhand-

edness spontaneously when asked the first question in the sequence.

The abortion question order effect replicated in two U.S. online surveys

and also appeared in all but one of the other countries. As expected, the

question order effect appeared in 10 of the 11 samples in which respondents

considered one of the two reasons for getting an abortion to be stronger than

the other (a necessary condition for perceptual contrast or subtraction). The

failure of the effect to appear in the 11th country, Japan, is puzzling. Also

surprising was the appearance of the question order effect in three countries

in which the necessary condition was not met. This challenges both the

subtraction and the perceptual contrast explanations there and perhaps in

other countries as well. The question order effect was not moderated by

respondent education, as expected and in line with the notion that subtraction

and perceptual contrast are neither enhanced nor muted by cognitive skills.

Necessary Condition for the Norm of Evenhandedness

Results of this study suggest that researchers only need to pay attention to

one of the three conditions we introduced as being necessary for a question

order effect due to the norm of evenhandedness. We proposed that such

question order effects only happen (1) if the norm of evenhandedness is

endorsed, (2) if the parties compared in the sequence of questions are eval-

uated differently, and (3) if the norm of evenhandedness is not automatically

activated. Reciprocal behavior seemed to be endorsed in most cultures and

may be particularly strong in Asian countries (Shen et al. 2011). It is there-

fore likely that respondents in any survey may behave according to the norm
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of evenhandedness, so researchers are well advised to assume that the first

condition will always be met.

The third condition may be less useful for understanding the observed

results because there was no indication of moderation of the question order

effect by education. This replicates Schuman and Ludwig’s (1983) finding in

this regard. That is, more educated respondents were apparently not more

likely to think of the norm spontaneously when answering the first question

and thereby mute the magnitude of the question order effect. However, a

meta-analysis of four question order experiments involving the norm of

evenhandedness suggested that the question order effect was stronger among

less educated respondents (see Narayan and Krosnick 1996). The present

evidence challenges Narayan and Krosnick’s (1996) conclusion and suggests

a need to resolve this puzzle of inconsistent findings, perhaps due to changes

in the relation of education to this effect over decades.

Our analyses of the association of country characteristics with the

response effect may shed some light on this finding. Contrary to our expecta-

tion, the question order effect was stronger in more individualistic countries

than in more collectivistic countries. This suggests that the norm of even-

handedness may be more salient in more collectivistic countries, preventing

preferential treatment of the first party in a sequence of questions. Thus, the

automatically activated norm of evenhandedness may prevent the occurrence

of such a question order effect because respondents do not show a preference

for either party compared in the sequence of questions. Accordingly, the

activation of the norm of evenhandedness does not seem to depend on

respondents’ cognitive capacities but on the culture in which they live.

The country characteristics correlates should, however, be interpreted

with some caution. This analysis was restricted to only eight countries for

which cultural indicators were available (Iceland and Taiwan were not

included). As a consequence, the results in the present analysis were driven

by the contrast between (1) the Anglo-Saxon countries (and the Netherlands),

in which respondents showed a preference for unions’ contributions over that

of businesses, and (2) Northern European countries in which respondents did

not have such a preference. Asian countries could not be included in this

analysis. Accordingly, the finding of a stronger response effect in countries

that score higher on embeddedness (indicating a preference for social order,

obedience, and respect for tradition, see Schwartz 2004) or mastery (more

daring and ambitious), and a weaker response effect in countries with a

stronger preference for harmony (unity with nature, world at peace) and for

egalitarian autonomy (broadmindedness, curiosity) reflects mainly the dif-

ference between the Anglo-Saxon and Northern European countries on these
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indicators. Analyses that include more countries with a broader variation on

these cultural characteristics are needed to get a better understanding of the

moderators of the question order effect.

Consistent with expectations, the question order effect in the contributions

questions appeared only when respondents in a country had a more favorable

evaluation of one of the two parties involved. In countries in which more

respondents supported contributions by unions more than contributions by

businesses, support for the latter increased after respondents reported support

for the former. Mirroring these findings, in all but one country in which

respondents favored businesses’ contributions over unions’ contributions,

asking the unions question later increased expressed support. Furthermore,

reversing the question order did not affect responses in countries in which

contributions by unions and businesses received equal amounts of support.

Thus, a differential evaluation of the parties involved in the comparison

seems to be a necessary condition for a question order effect to appear due

to the norm of evenhandedness.

Interestingly, the two-sided question order effect reported by Schuman

and Ludwig (1983) appeared in the U.S. data and in Canada but in no other

country in our study. That is, presenting the two questions in a sequence

increased support for the less positively evaluated party and decreased sup-

port for the more positively evaluated party in the United States and Canada.

In all other countries, with the exception of Iceland, presenting the questions

in a sequence only increased support for the less positively evaluated party

but did not affect support for the more positively evaluated party.

Perceptual Contrast in the Abortion Experiment

Most findings in the present study with regard to the abortion question order

effect are in line with other research on perceptual contrast effects (Bishop

et al. 1985). Earlier research has shown that people’s responses to questions

can be influenced if they are asked to judge similar objects on the same

dimension when they have different qualitative evaluations of these objects

(Tourangeau et al. 2000). For instance, politicians are evaluated more posi-

tively or negatively depending on whether the preceding question asked

about a liked or disliked politician (Schwarz and Bless 1992b), and faces

are evaluated as more or less attractive depending on the attractiveness of the

preceding face (Wedell, Parducci, and Geisleman 1987). We found that

respondents in the United States today considered not wanting any more

children to be a less compelling reason for abortion than a strong chance for

a serious defect in the baby. As a consequence, there was less support for
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abortion by the married woman who does not want any more children when

respondents were first asked about abortion when there is a chance of a birth

defect than when respondents did not answer that question before. This

finding is in line with earlier replications of the same experiment (Bishop

et al. 1985; Schuman et al. 1981). This finding also appeared in almost all

other countries examined here.

Interestingly, this question order effect also appeared in countries where

the necessary condition for perceptual contrast was not observed. In three

Scandinavian countries (Sweden, Norway, and Denmark), respondents

expressed the highest level of support for abortion by the married woman

who does not want any more children (between 86 percent and 93 percent)

and an equally high level of support for abortion in case of a possibility of a

birth defect when either question was asked first. In contrast to our expec-

tations, asking the birth defect question first significantly reduced support for

abortion by the married woman who does not want any more children. Also

unexpected was that countries that met the necessary conditions more in

Table 7 did not show a stronger question order effects in Table 2 (r ¼ .07,

p ¼ .81).

There are two possible interpretations of these findings. One interpreta-

tion is that perceptual contrast does not underlie the abortion question order

effect. However, a second interpretation is that the necessary condition was

also met in the Scandinavian countries but that it was not detected in our test,

because the use of only two response options was not sufficiently refined to

document a difference in perception. To illustrate, imagine someone handed

you a heavy stone and asked whether you think the stone is “light” or

“heavy.” You might pick “heavy” as your answer. Now you are handed a

second, much heavier stone and have to indicate whether it is light or heavy.

Given the choice between these two options, you might pick “heavy” again,

even though the second stone weighs more than the first one. The dichot-

omous response options in the abortion experiment might have limited

respondents’ ability to differentiate between how compelling the provided

reasons were in a similar way. Using a rating scale instead of dichotomous

answer categories might allow future research to test this interpretation of our

results.

The present findings challenge the subtraction account of the abortion

question order effect, which has also been disputed by earlier research

(Bishop et al. 1985). Subtraction requires enough cognitive capacity to

recognize the relation between the two questions and to adjust the interpreta-

tion of the second question about abortion if a married woman does not want

any more children by subtracting. If this occurred, the question order effect
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should have been stronger among more educated respondents who had more

cognitive resources available during the interview. However, just like in

earlier research (Narayan and Krosnick 1996; Schuman et al. 1981), educa-

tion did not moderate the effect, leading us to conclude that subtraction

probably does not underlie the abortion question order effect. Moreover, the

conversational norm potentially responsible for subtracting the birth defect

reason from the reasons considered by the married woman is more strongly

endorsed in collectivistic cultures (Bless and Schwarz 2010) and should

therefore have led to a stronger question order effect in such cultures. How-

ever, our analysis did not reveal correlations between the effect sizes and

countries’ characteristics. These findings do not discredit the perceptual

contrast explanation, which does not clearly implicate moderation by cogni-

tive skills or country characteristics in a particular way.

Limitations

Although this is among the first studies to test for the generalizability of

question order effects in multiple countries who use different languages,

have different cultural backgrounds, and have different socioeconomic

compositions of their populations, our investigation is restricted to only

12 countries and to only two of many question order effects (Moore 2002).

The analysis of country characteristics was even more restricted, because

such characteristics were not available for two countries in our sample.

Testing in more countries, with more variation in perceptual contrast or

contrasting evaluations of the subjects of questions asked in a sequence,

and also replications of other question order effects are necessary to reach

strong conclusions.

Such new research should also include tests of mode effects. Expected

findings often appeared across modes, but there were some noteworthy

exceptions. The abortion question order effect did not appear in Japan, which

could be due to cultural reasons or due to the translation. Since abortion is up

to individuals’ own discretion and does not involve legal considerations in

Japan, the translation was “Do you think it would be OK for a pregnant

woman to abort if she is married and does not want any more children?”

which could have affected responses. However, the unexpected finding in

Japan could also have occurred because Japan was the only country in which

data were collected only via face-to-face interviews. Mode effects could not

be examined in the present research, because the samples that provided data

via multiple modes did not randomly assign respondents to one mode and

instead allowed respondents who did not have Internet access or did not want
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to complete the questionnaire via the Internet to use a different mode (Silber

et al. 2018). The failure to randomly assign respondents to modes precludes

assessing the moderating effects of mode per se. Future research that includes

telephone interviews in the United States would allow for direct replication

of the original studies by Schuman and colleagues (1981, 1983), which

involved telephone interviewing.

The wordings of some of the questions used in our experiments may have

sounded dated to some respondents, even more so in some of the non-

English-speaking countries after translation. This may have affected respon-

dents’ behavior but was unavoidable given the goal of this research (Silber

et al. 2018). We set out to conduct well-known and often cited question order

experiments that were first conducted in 1947 and 1979. Since we wanted to

know whether the original question order effects would appear in the United

States today and also appear in different countries, using the same question

wording was unavoidable. Future research should test for similar question

order effects using other questions and maybe even topics that are timelier.

Replication or Generalization?

It is interesting to compare the findings reported here to those reported by

Klein et al. (2014). These investigators conducted Hyman and Sheatsley’s

(1950) experiment testing operation of the norm of evenhandedness in 36

separate samples, including 25 in the United States and 11 abroad (in nine

countries: Brazil, the Czech Republic, Malaysia, Turkey, Canada, the United

Kingdom, Poland, the Netherlands, and Italy). Hyman and Sheatsley’s

experiment involved asking respondents whether news reporters from com-

munist countries should be allowed in the United States and whether Amer-

ican news reporters should be allowed in communist countries. In Klein

et al.’s (2014) rerunning of the experiment, “communist countries” was

changed to North Korea or to another country, at the discretion of the repli-

cating investigator.

The expected question order effect was statistically significant and in the

expected direction for only 36 percent of the attempted replications, and the

effect was nonsignificant for 64 percent of the tests. However, combining all

the samples together yielded a highly statistically significant effect in the

expected direction, and a test of the homogeneity of the effects across repli-

cation attempts yielded a p value of .30, meaning that the null hypothesis of

homogeneity could not be rejected. This might be interpreted as evidence of

replication and generalization across countries.

26 Sociological Methods & Research XX(X)



The failure to observe a significant question order effect in 64 percent of

the countries may have occurred because the replication attempts were vastly

underpowered. Twenty-eight of the 36 samples were smaller than 150 peo-

ple, meaning fewer than 75 people per cell, in contrast to the total of 1,200

participants in Hyman and Sheatsley’s (1950) original study. Therefore, the

test of homogeneity could also be misleading about differences between

countries: Failure to reject the null hypothesis of homogeneity might be at

least partly the result of lack of power as well.

Furthermore, the test assessing homogeneity might also be misleading

because it was conducted across all 36 replications, 25 of which were carried

out in the United States Therefore, the reported test of homogeneity is likely

to be dominated by the degree of homogeneity of effects across those 25 U.S.

studies since there were so few other studies. To test differences across

countries, the authors could have combined all of the American respondents

to compute a single effect size for the United States (and done the same for

the two Canadian samples and the two samples from Poland) and then

assessed the statistical significance of variation in the effect size across

countries rather than across samples.

The online supplement for Klein et al.’s (2014) paper revealed that among

non-U.S. countries, the question order effect was statistically significant or

marginally significant in Canada, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom,

Brazil, the Czech Republic, and Poland, and not even close to significant

in Italy (p ¼ 1.0, N ¼ 144), Turkey (p ¼ .70, N ¼ 113), and Malaysia

(p ¼ .46, N ¼ 102). The significant effects in Canada, the Netherlands, and

the United Kingdom replicate the findings we reported on those countries.

Because we collected no data in the other countries that Klein et al. (2014)

investigated, we had no empirical basis for checking the robustness of their

results in those places.

None of Klein et al.’s (2014) samples were drawn randomly from the

populations of the nations studied, so there is no basis for expecting their

results to match ours. Furthermore, even their evidence resembling Hyman

and Sheatsley’s (1950) is not evidence of replication, because Klein et al.

(2014) did not study a random sample of American adults as Hyman and

Sheatsley (1950) did. Nonetheless, it is tempting to speculate that the find-

ings from our contributions experiment may cast some light on Klein et al.’s

(2014). Perhaps their conclusion of homogeneity of effect sizes across sam-

ples is incorrect, both because so many samples were from the United States

and because the samples in most countries were small. And perhaps the effect

of question order is indeed absent in Italy, Turkey, and Malaysia because the

necessary condition for the effect to occur was not met in those countries.
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Klein et al. (2014) did not report the details of their results in a way that

would allow us to identify which of their samples did and did not meet the

necessary condition.

All this suggests a cautionary note about Klein et al.’s (2014) approach

to interpreting their cross-national data. They did not set out to explore

generalization of effects across countries and instead simply treated each

implementation of an experiment outside the United States as another test

of the replicability of an effect, equivalent in value to the tests done within

the United States And when those authors found an instance of a nonsigni-

ficant effect, that nonsignificance was treated as a threat to the robustness

of the original finding, regardless of what country the sample of respon-

dents came from.

Our results suggest that this interpretive approach is a mistake. We

showed that nonsignificant results can be explained by the failure of some

countries to meet the necessary conditions. Therefore, the failure of a result

to occur in some countries indicates lack of generalization rather than lack

of replication. And indeed, the failures of the effect to appear in some

countries actually reinforce the validity of the theory of why the question

order effect occurs rather than challenging it. In other words, the theory is

validated by the identification of limiting conditions. Therefore, before

calling the reality of an original finding into question due to failures to

replicate it across countries (see, e.g., Open Science Collaboration 2015),

scholars are advised to first explore whether this variation is lack of gen-

eralization across contexts for substantive reasons rather than lack of repli-

cation. And efforts to check the robustness of a published finding may be

best done with samples from the same country rather than implicitly pre-

suming generalizability across countries.

Conclusions

Although question order effects seem to be relatively rare (Smith 1988), they

appear to occur most when two questions are asked sequentially on the same

topic or very similar topics (Tourangeau, Singer, and Presser 2003). We have

proposed additional conditions that must be met for question order effects to

occur. Thinking about such necessary conditions might help researchers to

identify whether results of an experiment are attributable to a proposed

mechanism. We look forward to more research seeking to explain response

effects like these. In the meantime, the present study suggests that interna-

tional research may be fruitful for assessing the replicability, generalizabil-

ity, and mechanisms of question design effects.

28 Sociological Methods & Research XX(X)



Authors’ Note

Data used in this article can be downloaded from the study website https://osf.io/

gwrve/.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research,

authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research,

authorship, and/or publication of this article: This article uses data from the German

Internet Panel waves 8 (doi: 10.4232/1.12614) and 9 (doi: 10.4232/1.12615). A study

description can be found in Blom, Gathmann, and Krieger (2015). The German

Internet Panel is the central data collection (project Z1) of Collaborative Research

Center 884 “Political Economy of Reforms” (SFB 884) at the University of Man-

nheim and is funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG). The Longitudinal

Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS) Panel data were collected by Cen-

tERdata (Tilburg University, the Netherlands) through its Measurement and Experi-

mentation in the Social Sciences (MESS) project funded by the Netherlands

Organization for Scientific Research (grant number 176.010.2005.017). This article

uses data from the GESIS Panel (doi: 10.4232/1.12658). The development of the

GESIS Panel was funded the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research

and is now a permanent data collection facility operated by GESIS. The SSRI Online

Panel data were collected by the Social Science Research Institute, University of

Iceland. The panel is funded by the institute. The Understanding Society Innovation

Panel is funded by the UK Economic and Social Research Council and various

Government Departments, with scientific leadership by the Institute for Social and

Economic Research, University of Essex, and survey delivery by NatCen Social

Research and Kantar Public. The research data are distributed by the UK Data Ser-

vice: Understanding Society: Innovation Panel, Waves 1–8, 2008–2015 [data collec-

tion]. 7th Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 6849. The data in Sweden were collected by

the Laboratory of Opinion Research at the University of Gothenburg through its

Swedish Citizen Panel. This data collection is described in Martinsson et al.

(2014). The Danish data are funded by The Danish Council for Independent Research.

The Norwegian Citizen Panel/DIGSSCORE is funded by the University of Bergen,

Uni Research, and the Bergen Research Foundation (grant no. 01234). The data of

Taiwan were collected under the funding of Research Center for Humanities and

Social Sciences, Academia Sinica. The Japan survey was funded by the Environment

Research and Technology Development Fund (1-1406) of the Ministry of the Envi-

ronment, Japan. The data collection for Portugal has benefited from funding of the

Portuguese Foundation for Science and Technology (FCT), grant number PTDC/

Stark et al. 29

https://osf.io/gwrve/
https://osf.io/gwrve/


IVC-CPO/3921/2012. TESS (Time-Sharing Experiments for the Social Sciences) is

funded by the National Science Foundation (SES-1628057).

ORCID iD

Tobias H. Stark http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3163-5776

Henning Silber http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3568-3257

Jon A. Krosnick https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0336-1613

Ana Belchior https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3387-2529

Michael Bosnjak https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1431-8461

Sanne Lund Clement https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5480-7622
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Notes

1. The abortion question order effect has been found to be stronger among younger

respondents, perhaps because young respondents have better short-term memory

capacity, allowing better recollection of a preceding question when answering the

subsequent one, a necessary condition for perceptual contrast or subtraction

(Knäuper et al. 2007).

2. Data were also collected in France as part of this project, but the randomization of

the experiments was not implemented correctly, making it impossible to explore

question order effects.

3. To minimize potential problems due to translation errors, the source questionnaire

was provided in English and teams in the various countries developed functionally

equivalent translations following the Translation, Review, Adjudication, Pretest-

ing, and Documentation approach (Harkness, Villar, and Edwards 2010).

4. In order to maximize sample representativeness, it would be desirable to use

poststratification weights for each sample. When the data collections were initi-

ated, we assumed that we would be able to produce poststratification weights.

However, too little information about population statistics for multiple country

was available to generate proper weights. Furthermore, we received weights only

for 7 of the 14 samples in this study, and one set of weights from the United States

did not reproduce the nation’s demographics. We therefore report unweighted

results in this article and report weighted results in Online Appendix C, but we

caution readers not to assume that the weighted results are optimal.
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5. There were relatively few missing answers to the four target questions (see Table

3), so we removed the few missing cases.

6. Of the 20,922 respondents who gave valid answers to the business questions,

412 (1.97 percent) had missing values on the education variable, and for 37

respondents from Iceland, the order in which the business/union questions

were asked was not recorded, so these respondents were excluded from the

moderation analyses. Of the 20,905 respondents who gave valid answers to the

union questions, 411 (1.97 percent) had missing values on the education

variable and were removed from the sample.

7. Of the 25,023 respondents with valid answers on the abortion when a women does

not want more children question, 1,075 (4.30 percent) had missing values on the

education variable, and for 15 cases in the Japanese data, the order in which the

abortion questions were asked was not recorded, so these cases were not included

in the analyses. Of the 25,006 respondents with valid answers to the birth defect

question, 1,069 (4.27 percent) has missing values on education and for 66 cases the

order in which the questions were asked was not recorded.
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