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Response Tendency in a Questionnaire
without Questions
J. van Heerden and Joh. Hoogstraten
University of Amsterdam

In a replication of an earlier study by Berg and
Rapaport (1954), a questionnaire with items lacking
content and containing merely answer possibilities
was administered to 197 Dutch psychology fresh-
men. Students clearly did not react in accordance
with the laws of statistical probability but showed,
like Berg and Rapaport’s subjects, a preference for
positive options such as yes, true, and satisfied over
negative options such as no, false, and dissatisfied.
No sex differences or differences due to position of
the answer possibilities were found. This result is in
contrast with the 1954 findings, because Berg and
Rapaport found that option position and subjects’
sex did influence response bias.

A quarter of a century ago, Berg and Rapa-
port (1954) found that in a maximally unstruc-
tured and ambiguous situation, subjects showed
a clear preference for some responses over

others. Their research was based on the

acknowledged psychological fact that the dis-
tribution of human reactions is biased, even in
normal test situations. In order to show response
bias, Berg and Rapaport constructed an

&dquo;imaginary&dquo; questionnaire that lacked item
content. It merely contained answer pos-
sibilities, such as yes, uncertain, no, or first, sec-
ond, third. The results indicated that in a sit-

uation in which there were no actual questions,
subjects still preferred certain responses to

others. The bias was due mainly to preference
for positive options over negative or neutral op-
tions. Berg and Rapaport believed that this pos-
itive bias could be explained by the American
culture of the day, which valued positive at-

titudes in social situations. Other factors, such
as position of the preferred answer or the sex of
the subjects, probably influenced the bias; but
these were clearly secondary in influence to con-
tent.

In this study, Berg and Rapaport’s research
was replicated at a later time and in quite a dif-
ferent situation. A few changes were also made
in the procedure to avoid the possible con-

tamination of examiners that Berg and Rap-
aport mentioned. Their possible influence was
controlled by minimizing their role, as outlined
below. The layout of the questionnaire was also
varied. The answer possibilities to most items
were not only presented in a horizontal but also
in a vertical order. In addition, the question-
naire included a final question on the subject’s
feeling of certainty of the correct choice. The
questions investigated were: Do response biases
operate, as they did for Berg and Rapaport, even
when questionnaire items have no content? Do
these response biases operate similarly at a dif-
ferent time and in a different culture?
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Method

Eighty-eight female and 109 male first-year
psychology students of the University of Am-
sterdam (almost the entire 1977-1978 pop-
ulation of freshmen) responded as part of their
obligations to a questionnaire of 10 items.
Students were asked to read the following in-
structions ; the experimenter also read the state-
ment aloud:

In this investigation we want to determine
how well you can guess the answers to

questions that are not known to you. On
each of the following pages you will find a
Roman numeral and a group of possible
answers. Sometimes these alternatives are

words; in other cases they are figures or
characters. The question, however, is miss-
ing. You are to circle one of the alterna-
tives, the one that you think is correct. You
can be sure that in principle each of the
options is a fitting response. Please work
through the items in the order given. Try
not to skip pages, and circle one alter-

native per item only.’ I

At this point, an item example with options
black and red was given to emphasize the un-
usual character of the questionnaire. After that,
students were requested to complete the 10
items. Each item was presented on a separate
sheet and had four versions, differing in the rel-
ative position of the response alternatives. To il-
lustrate, the options of Item IV were presented
either horizontally (true-false; false-true) or, as
in Berg and Rapaport’s experiment, vertically

(true false~ false’ true ~.
There were three exceptions, however; Item VIII
was presented only in horizontal form with cat-
egories ranging from agree to disagree and with
scale points ranging from 7 ..... 1 and 1 .....
7, respectively. Item IX requested students to
indicate their answers by a check mark on a 100

mm horizontal scale which had no appropriately
labeled end points. This item was identical for
all students. The final item, Item X, asked stu-
dents to indicate on a 7-point scale how certain
they were of their answers to Item IX. The ex-
tremes of the scale (very certain-very uncertain)
and the scale points (1 ..... 7, 7 ..... 1) were
varied systematically. The allocation of the four
versions to the total sample was random. Table 1
gives the items comprising the questionnaire’.

Results

The frequencies and percentages of response
to the individual items obtained in the total

sample (N = 197), and the results of X2 tests to
assess departures from chance expectation, are
given in Table 1. The preferences demonstrated
by Berg and Rapaport show a remarkable re-
semblance to those found in the current study.
Items I, II, III, and V in particular resulted in
almost identical distributions. Even the 1977
distribution of responses to items that did not
indicate a clear-cut response bias (e.g., Items IV
and VI) was highly similar to the distribution
found 23 years earlier in the United States. In

fact, there was only one exception to this pattern
of congruency. In the present experiment, Item
VIII showed a biased response favoring the in-
different, middle categories, whereas Berg and
Rapaport’s findings indicate a bias to the pos-
itive agree option. However, the present study
made use of a version of this item that differed
from the one used by Berg and Rapaport, since
the students reacted to a 7-point scale.

’The instructions and response alternatives were presented
to subjects in Dutch.
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Table 1
Distribution of Choices in 1954 (Berg and Rapaport) and in 1977
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In order to assess the possibility that the re-
sponse distributions were related to subjects’ sex
or the specific position of options, X2 tests were
computed for each item. For three items the
number of categories had to be reduced by com-
bining adjacent scale points, since the expected
frequencies were sometimes less than 5. There-
fore, in the case of Item VIII, scale points 1 and
2 (agree); 3, 4, and 5 (indifferent); and 6 and 7
(disagree) were combined. As indicated in Table
1, the same post-hoc reduction of alternatives
was realized for Item X and, although in a dif-
ferent way, for Item IX. None of the chi-square
values were statistically significant at the .01
level. Only one chi-square value was significant
at p < .05, the distributions of reactions to Item
VII being a function of option position. In

general, however, the data suggest that option
content alone was responsible for the biases
found.

Discussion

It is surprising that students are willing to
make a choice among answer possibilities to
questions whose meaning they obviously cannot
grasp, since there were no questions. This

cooperation is in accord with an earlier finding
(van Heerden & Hoogstraten, 1976) that psy-
chology freshmen do not hesitate to answer

questions that contain a logical impossibility or
have options that do not fit. In the present study,
all students cooperated fully. Only on Item X, in
which the amount of certainty was requested, 10
out of the 197 students showed doubt by cor-
recting their answers. It is also interesting that
the choice patterns obtained in this sample were,
generally speaking, indicative of positive
aspects, such as yes versus no, satisfied versus
dissatisfied, and true versus false. Other items,
however, showed a clear-cut tendency to select
the evasive option. For instance, the option in-
different was markedly preferred to agree and
disagree. Thus, it appears that in three out of
four cases that allow such a choice (Items I, III,
V), students preferred a positive option that

holds for all versions of order, by which the con-
clusion can be justified that option content was
the main cause of the observed bias, although
the answer pattern to Item VIII showed an un-
mistakable tendency to neutrality. This can not
be said of Item VII because it is doubtful if in
this case the answer possibilities could be con-
sidered as positive, neutral, and negative
attitudes.

Berg and Rapaport deplored their lack of con-
trol of the sex of the examiners as a variable,
thereby not anticipating the possible influence
of their attractiveness. The present study used
three male examiners and found no differences
due to sex. Nor was any influence found due to
the position of the answer alternatives, which
was mentioned as a secondary cause of bias by
Berg and Rapaport and by other investigators
cited in their report. Furthermore, it appeared
that option 3 was appreciably more popular in
1977 and in 1954 than categories 1, 2, and 4 and
that for Item IV a bias occurred at option first.
As for the final item, Item X, the present data
indicated that although a large proportion of the
students preferred the indifferent categories (3,
4, and 5), an even larger number showed a pref-
erence for either very certain or very uncertain.

Berg and Rapaport suggested that the
observed preference for the positive in their

study of 1954 may be interpreted as a definite
choice for the socially most valued attitude in
the American culture of their day. They stressed
the possibility that other cultures or subcultures
may value neutrality or negativism. The con-
gruence between the present findings in the
Netherlands and theirs, however, does not sup-
port this suggestion.

Finally, it might be argued that in actual re-
search, the applicability of a questionnaire lack-
ing item content is minimal. Subjects, however,
are often asked to react to a questionnaire on
topics they do not understand or to which they
are completely indifferent. Such situations show
a certain similarity to the presentation of a ques-
tionnaire without questions. Even the reactions
to regular questionnaires might be con-
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taminated by a preference for certain options
over others irrespective of item content.
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