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Introduction 
Large-scale surveys are increasingly switching to self-administered or mixed-mode data collection, 
both due to rising costs of solely interviewer-administered surveys and declining response rates. 
Although web-based surveys require programming, they do not necessarily need professional 
programmers (Hansen et al., 2016) and are ultimately much less expensive (Breton et al., 2017). 
Moreover, during the Covid-19 pandemic major large-scale surveys also decided to switch modes to 
ensure collection of data. However, a switch in survey modes or the combination of modes can lead 
to so-called measurement mode effects – for example, triggered by the fact that participants 
interpret the question differently because it is presented in a different way (e.g., Dillman, 2017; Hox 
et al., 2015). Therefore, adaptations of a questionnaire from an interview-administered face-to-face 
to an online self-administered mode have to ensure high-quality data, while maintaining maximal 
equivalence with the face-to-face source questionnaire. When adapting cross-national surveys, the 
adaptation of the source questionnaire should put the multinational, multiregional, and 
multicultural context (3MC) perspective at the heart of all considerations. 

This report summarizes knowledge on how to transition interviewer-administered, cross-national 
surveys to an online mode. The report is based on a literature review and complemented by input 
from experts in the areas of transitioning surveys to online, cross-cultural survey methodology, and 
survey modularization. Details on the experts and their contributions can be found in the 
acknowledgements. 
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Aspects of question design to be considered 
during transition from face-to-face to online mode 
This section is divided into two main parts. First, it addresses general issues of question design to 
consider when adapting an interviewer-based source questionnaire into a self-administered web-
based questionnaire. Second, specific survey questions and issues are addressed that are of great 
importance for the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS). 

General issues of question design 
The following general issues of question design have to be considered when transitioning survey 
mode (for a comprehensive overview, see Olson et al., 2019):  

(a) substantive response options and formats;  

(b) inclusion of non-substantive response options;  

(c) presentation of definitions or clarifications;  

(d) addressing of the respondents and question wordings;  

(e) presentation of the questionnaire. 

 

Substantive response options and formats 
Ordinal response scales 

One well-documented effect observable when switching survey modes regards opinion questions 
using ordinal scales. Aurally administered questions are more likely to produce extreme (positive) 
responses, whereas visually presented scales tend to elicit an increase in intermediate categories 
(e.g., Christian et al., 2008; Dillman & Edwards, 2016; Heerwegh & Loosveldt, 2008; but see 
Heerwegh, 2009). Research has attributed this to differential cognitive processing of information 
obtained orally and visually, as well as providing several alternative explanations for the tendency to 
extreme positive responses, such as primary and recency effects, socially desirable and acquiescent 
responding (e.g., Bishop et al., 1998; Cernat et al., 2016; Chang & Krosnick, 2010; Olson et al., 2019). 
To keep these mode differences as small as possible, it is necessary to provide respondents with as 
much assistance and facilitations as possible in self-administered surveys.  

A general recommendation for any type of survey, whether conducted by an interviewer or self-
administered, is that the direction of the response scales should be consistent throughout the entire 
survey. Most previous studies found that scale direction impacts response distribution (i.e., Terentev 
& Maloshonok, 2019), but that effects are small (i.e., Höhne & Lenzner, 2015) and factor structures 
for latent constructs are not impacted by scale direction (for an overview, see Robie et al., 2022). At 
the same time, Liu and Keusch (2017) found that in web surveys, acquiescence was higher when 
attitudinal scales began with the “agreement” or “applies” part of the scale. Therefore, for item 
batteries employing the same response scale across multiple items, “a simple solution to the inflated 
data obtained from descending-ordered scales is to present response scales in ascending order” 
(Chyung et al., 2018), that is, from “does not apply at all” to “applies completely” (for an overview of 
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important response scale characteristics, see DeCastellarnau, 2018). Finally, scale polarity in 
translated questionnaires should not differ from the source questionnaire (e.g., Dorer, 2012). 

Visual design elements 

One advantage of visually administered surveys is – compared to aurally administered ones – the 
possibility to make questions more understandable to respondents by using visual design elements 
as, for example, different fonts, sizes, and typefaces, or even graphical tools as, for example, smileys, 
ladders, and maps (Olson et al., 2019).  

The most basic visual design decision involves implementing the corporate design of the research 
organization or field institute (i.e., inserting the logo and using the organization’s colour scheme and 
font). The framing of a survey is known to impact response behaviour (Galesic et al., 2007). In the 
case of the EWCS, clearly framing the survey as a research project on working conditions by 
Eurofound may increase respondents’ willingness to disclose information on illicit or precarious 
work.  

In general, web survey design should be guided by general principles of readability (Geisen & 
Bergstrom, 2017; Toepoel, 2017). For instance, using sans-serif fonts, adequate font size, and line 
spacing ensures readability on different screen sizes and is easier to read for people with visual 
impairment or low reading skills. Keywords and concepts should be highlighted using bold font 
(avoiding underlining or italics); highlighting longer text passages should be avoided. Background 
colours should be light and text dark, avoiding colour schemes that put colourblind readers at a 
disadvantage (for an overview of factors impacting readability on the web, see Miniukovich et al., 
2019). In surveys, alternating response options can be shaded, or items that have already been 
answered can be greyed out, decreasing item non-response (Galesic et al., 2007). However, 
supplementing scales with colours (i.e., using different shades of red to indicate disagreement with a 
statement and/or different shades of blue to indicate levels of agreement) cannot be recommended, 
as this influences response behaviour (Tourangeau et al., 2007). 

Smileys should only be used if the instrument has been tested beforehand and there are convincing 
reasons for doing so (Chambers et al., 1999; Gummer et al., 2020; e.g., if the sample consists of 
children). In all other cases, it is not advisable to use smileys, as they have no advantages over 
verbally labelled response scales but increase response time (Emde & Fuchs, 2012; Gummer et al., 
2020). 

In addition, web-based surveys can assist respondents by using drag-and-drop or drop-down 
questions or response scales with a slider (for an overview, see Olson et al., 2019). Among different 
techniques, drag-and-drop formats have been shown to be most appropriate for ranked data in 
online-based surveys (Blasius, 2012). By contrast, the use of slider scales is not advisable because 
they lead to higher response and break-off rates, especially in lower-educated participants and 
among mobile device users (Funke et al., 2011; Funke, 2016). In general, it is recommended not to 
overload web surveys with too many (and different) technical tools (see also Funke et al., 2011). 

For the adapted online questionnaire in the EWCS, we recommend using visual design elements, 
such as font size, but not the employment of graphical tools. This recommendation is based on 
previous research indicating that some graphic tools increase survey break-off rates and to maintain 
comparability to the interviewer-administered format. 
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Open-ended numerical questions 

Special attention should also be paid to the handling of open-ended numerical answers. For a series 
of open-ended numerical questions, programmed feedback that calculates the sum of numerical 
responses is a useful aid in eliciting more valid responses – for example, corresponding to 100% – 
than without feedback. Thereby, concurrent feedback (i.e., while the answers are being entered) has 
been found to result in shorter response times than delayed feedback (i.e., after all answers in the 
question block have been entered; Conrad et al., 2005).  

Another type of open-ended numerical questions, which require special attention, are those in 
which answers can be given in different units of measurement or formats (e.g., height, money 
amounts, time indications, dates) to prevent wrong answers (e.g., minutes instead of seconds, 
comma instead of period for numbers, cents instead of dollars; see also Olson et al., 2019). First, the 
instructions should be clear enough and include, for example, a highly visible good template in a 
separate box so that respondents can easily understand and answer the questions (e.g., Christian et 
al., 2007; Dillman & Smyth, 2007; Olson et al., 2019). Instead of single answer fields, it is also 
advisable to use separate answer fields for date questions or non-integer answers (e.g., Couper et 
al., 2011). Second, programmed validation checks that only allow numbers in a certain interval or 
format (e.g., from 1 to 100, with or without decimal numbers) and error messages that alert 
respondents to the allowable range can help capture correct values (Olson et al., 2019). Because 
error messages might be perceived as frustrating, helping respondents understand what unit of 
measurement or format is needed in the first place, will reduce the likelihood of receiving error 
messages at all (e.g., Christian et al., 2007; Dillman et al., 2014).  

In the EWCS, several questions provide the opportunity to offer the respondents a choice of 
response units. This means that the question asks about the most common unit (e.g., earnings per 
month), but respondents are given the option to answer the question in a different response unit 
(e.g., earnings per week or per year). We recommend programming plausibility checks to ensure 
that respondents enter the correct format and provide additional explanation on the range of valid 
answers (e.g., “Please enter a whole number between 15 and 100.”). 

Multiple-answer questions 

The handling of multiple-answer questions should also be taken into account when moving to an 
online-based survey mode. In multiple answer questions, multiple items are presented in a grid or 
matrix in which respondents must indicate whether or not each single item applies to them by 
selecting “yes” and “no” as response choices. This question format (also referred to as “forced-
choice” or “yes-vs.-no” format) is often used in interviewer-administered surveys (Olson et al., 2019; 
Smyth et al., 2006).  

In an attempt to lower cognitive burden, in self-administered and visually presented questionnaires, 
often an alternative option is used in which multiple-answer questions are adapted to a “check-all-
that-apply” format (Olson et al., 2019; Smyth et al., 2006). In a check-all-that-apply format, the items 
are listed, and respondents are asked to select all the items that apply to them.  

However, it has been shown that both formats yield different responses (more categories selected 
and longer completion times in the yes-no compared to the check-all-that-apply format; e.g., Smyth 
et al., 2006; Neuert, 2020). Moreover, the check-all-that apply format is more prone to satisficing 
and primacy effects (e.g., Smyth et al., 2006), and it is more difficult to interpret what a missing 
choice really means (i.e., whether the item was intentionally or accidentally omitted). Therefore, it is 
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generally recommended to use the same format in all modes to ensure comparability of data and to 
prefer the yes-no format in most cases (e.g., Nicolaas et al., 2011) because it induces a deeper 
processing of the answer options and is more comparable across modes (e.g., Smyth et al., 2006, 
2008), even though it is more likely to elicit acquiescent responding (e.g., Callegaro et al., 2015).  

The check-all-that-apply format can present a possibility for the query of factual information (e.g., 
countries visited) or questions with lots of answer options (e.g., leisure activities, spoken languages) 
– especially, considering evidence from previous studies that there were no differences in cognitive 
effort (measured by eye tracking) between the two modes for factual questions (e.g., Neuert, 2017). 
Here, an additional response option (e.g., “none of the above”) should be added in order to avoid 
item non-responses that would be difficult to understand (Olson et al., 2019). 

However, for the adapted online questionnaire of the EWCS, we tested a check-all-that-apply format 
for factual questions, such as when asking about health problems (“Over the last 12 months, did you 
have any of the following health problems?”) and income (“Thinking about your earnings from your 
main job, what do they include?”). Results clearly showed that even for these questions, a check-all-
that-apply format leads to low-quality responses and cannot be recommended. 

Regarding the implementation of item batteries in an item-by-item design, the amount of 
information and the effort required to answer the items increases with the number of items, making 
navigation more difficult (Couper et al., 2013; Grady et al., 2019). Research points to a trade-off 
between a higher number of items per screen, which decreases response time, and a higher level of 
item non-response (Toepoel et al., 2009). In general, up to five items per screen are recommended 
(Grady et al., 2019; for a grid design, four to ten items have been suggested, Toepoel et al., 2009).  

Inclusion of non-substantive response options 
Next to the presentation of substantive response options, survey designers adapting a questionnaire 
to a self-administered mode must consider whether to explicitly offer non-substantive response 
options, such as “I don’t know,” “I don’t want to answer,” “Not applicable,” or “Refusal.” In 
interviewer-administered surveys, non-substantive response options are generally not read aloud, 
but only noted by the interviewer when prompting the respondent does not elicit a response. In self-
administered modes, researchers must decide whether to explicitly offer one or more non-
substantive response options. Doing so generally results in a higher selection of these categories 
(e.g., Heerwegh, 2009; Heerwegh & Loosveldt, 2008; Olson et al., 2019). For example, in the German 
part of the European Values Survey (EVS) 2017/2018, which was administered either as face-to-face 
survey or as a self-administered mixed-mode survey in full length or in a matrix design, the share of 
“don’t know” answers was much lower in the face-to-face-mode (1.7%) than in the mixed-mode 
matrix (4.6%) and the mixed-mode full survey (5.8%; Wolf et al., 2021).   

Alternatively, researchers can decide not to explicitly offer a non-substantive response option, and 
respondents can simply leave single questions blank. This, however, has the clear disadvantage that 
data analysts cannot distinguish between respondents who accidentally skipped an item or question, 
those who did not know how to answer it, and those who did not want to answer it (Olson et al., 
2019). In this regard, interviewer-based survey modes benefit from the social context in the sense 
that interviewers can observe and support respondents, for example, by motivating them to answer 
a question, to complete the survey, by following up, or by giving clarifications or other help (Olson et 
al., 2019). However, in the case of one particular type of question, it should be refrained from 
motivations statements, namely, for knowledge questions. Compared to interviewer-based 
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interviews, self-administered (web-based) modes are susceptible to biased responses for knowledge 
questions because respondents might look up the correct answer online, leading to a higher rate of 
correct answers (e.g., Clifford & Jerit, 2016; Domnich et al., 2015; Liu & Wang, 2014; Olson et al., 
2019). A self-commitment in which respondents confirm that they will not cheat can help reduce this 
bias (Clifford & Jerit, 2016).  

Handling item non-response in general 

Concerning item non-response, both self-administered and online survey modes have advantages 
and disadvantages. Generally, self-administered modes show a slightly higher rate of item non-
response (e.g., Heerwegh, 2009; Heerwegh & Loosveldt, 2008; Olson et al., 2019), but switching to a 
CAWI (computer-assisted web interviewing) mode has shown lower item non-response than 
switching to paper-and-pencil interviewing (PAPI) via mail, which can be explained by the fact that 
online surveys can either force or at least request respondents to give an answer (Olson et al., 2019). 
Motivational statements that immediately follow a page containing an unanswered item have been 
shown to reduce item non-response to the same level of interviewer-based survey modes (e.g., Al 
Baghal & Lynn, 2015; see also DeRouvray & Couper, 2002).  

Because there is no simple answer to the question of whether non-substantive answers should be 
provided, we recommend making this decision for each question individually. In general, we 
recommend not to offer respondents explicit non-substantive response options in the online mode. 
Instead, respondents should be informed that they may leave questions unanswered on the 
welcome page. To prevent respondents from inadvertently skipping questions, they should receive a 
prompt pointing to which question(s) were not filled out along with a motivational statement 
underlining the importance of answering (e.g., “Note: This question is very important for the further 
course of the questionnaire. Please try to answer it.“). If respondents confirm that they wish to leave 
the question empty, they should be directed to the next survey page.  

If respondents try to skip a question or item, they can be presented a motivational statement, and 
also an explicit non-response option, either alongside the motivational statement or if the 
respondent tries to leave the item unanswered after being presented the motivational statement (Al 
Baghal & Lynn, 2015).  

However, for certain types of questions in the EWCS, we recommend offering a non-substantive 
response option to respondents explicitly in the adapted online questionnaire. When it is plausible 
that respondents do not know the answer, providing a “Don’t know” option might be preferable 
(e.g., a question on the number of people working at one’s workplace, which might not be 
answerable by people who have joined a company only recently). If a question potentially does not 
apply to all respondents, a “Not applicable” option should be presented. If the non-substantive 
response applies only to certain respondent groups, we recommend offering it only to these 
respondents (e.g., job evaluation question for self-employed participants). 

Handling item non-response in sensitive questions 

Especially sensitive questions, which are not so easy to ask in a personal interview (e.g., questions on 
the respondents’ income, discrimination at work, criminal past, (drug) abuse, or sexual behaviour), 
profit from web-based surveys leading to lower item non-response and thus better data quality (e.g., 
Hansen et al., 2016). This is probably due to the fact that online surveys are more anonymous than 
face-to-face, telephone, and even mail surveys. This more anonymous administration also in general 
lowers the tendency towards social desirability and acquiescence (e.g., Cernat et al., 2016; Chang & 
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Krosnick, 2010; Duffy et al., 2005, Olson et al., 2019) because it is not necessary to avoid 
embarrassing situations as if an interviewer was present (Tourangeau & Yan, 2007). Furthermore, 
the potential impact of the interviewer on attitudinal questions (e.g., by gender, ethnicity, or 
appearance) is prevented in self-administered survey modes (Olson et al., 2019) and self-
administered modes have shown to produce lower random errors (Klausch et al., 2013).  

For sensitive questions in the adapted online questionnaire of the EWCS, we recommend presenting 
an explicit refusal option (i.e., “I prefer not to answer this question”). Questions on respondents’ age 
and personal income can, for example, be asked using an open-ended numerical format, thus, asking 
for very detailed level of reporting. Respondents who select the “refusal option” could then be 
directed to a second question asking about the approximate age or income range. For the question 
on income, an explicit refusal option should be offered as well. All non-substantive response options 
should be visually detached from the substantive response options and written, for instance, in 
italics. 

Presentation of definitions or clarifications 
In self-administered online questionnaires, researchers must decide whether to present definitions 
and clarifications to all respondents or only “on request” using techniques such as mouse rollover or 
clickable references. 

Explanations presented with the question text 

In general, clarifications should be presented to all respondents if they are (potentially) relevant to 
all respondents, for instance, if central concepts of the questionnaire are introduced or if terms 
could be misinterpreted, although respondents are familiar with the term (and thus would probably 
not actively seek additional information). In addition, it is recommended to explain to all 
respondents what they should include or exclude in an answer and how detailed the information 
should be in an open-ended answer field. By contrast, clarifications only relevant to certain groups of 
respondents should be presented only to these groups based on their previous responses (see also 
Olson et al., 2019). EWCS-related examples of this are clarifications specific to the work situation of 
employed or self-employed participants and clarifications for respondents with more than one job. 

In web surveys, it is generally recommended to offer definitions and clarifications on the survey page 
to which they pertain (and not centrally at the beginning of a survey), because this procedure 
increases the likelihood of respondents reading them (Christian & Dillman, 2004). If additional 
information is presented to all respondents, the placement of this information should (in most 
cases) occur directly after/below the question stem/general instruction in a series of questions (e.g., 
Metzler et al., 2015; Redline, 2013). However, for some questions, such as long ones, it can be 
preferable to place additional information before the question because respondents are more likely 
to expect the research intent of these items at this point and to ignore information after the 
question (Redline, 2013).  

Visual techniques, such as the use of italics, parentheticals or bolding, should help to differentiate 
definitions or clarifications from the main question text (e.g., Christian & Dillman, 2004; Dillman & 
Christian, 2005; Olson et al., 2019; Redline et al., 2003; Tourangeau et al., 2004). However, visual 
features should be used consistently throughout the survey (Dillman & Smyth, 2007) because there 
is growing evidence of the visual design of online surveys influencing data quality (Hansen et al., 
2016).  
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Explanations presented “on request” 

Interviewer-administered surveys often include supplementary information that the interviewer only 
presents when it is deemed necessary to improve response quality. This includes (detailed) 
definitions of terms or clarifications of constructs used in the question text that can be read aloud to 
respondents on demand. Typically, terms that may be clear to many respondents but unclear to 
others should be provided “on request” if it cannot be determined in advance who needs additional 
information, because presenting all potentially relevant clarifications to all respondents would 
immensely increase the length of the survey and unnecessary burden respondents.  

If additional information is made available “on request”, for example, via computer mouse rollover 
(resulting in a pop-up definition) or clickable words/links (resulting in a new window or tab), it 
should be made as easily accessible as possible without requiring multiple clicks or much effort (e.g., 
Conrad et al., 2006; Galesic et al., 2008; Olson et al., 2019; Peytchev et al., 2006). From these 
techniques, it has been found that rollover definitions are requested more frequently than click 
definitions (Conrad et al., 2006) – even though definitions are accessed most often when presented 
directly (Peytchev et al., 2006). But this also depends on the device type because it has been shown 
that smartphone users consult definitions regardless of their placement more often than tablet or 
laptop users (Tourangeau et al., 2017). Therefore, the easiest access to definitions is an important 
issue to consider when transitioning to web-based surveys. 

We recommend to visually highlight clarifications that are provided via mouse-over or clicking on the 
respective word to ensure that respondents are aware that they can receive additional information. 
Some questions can contain both clarifications visible to all respondents and clarifications via mouse 
rollover. 

Addressing of the respondents and question wordings 
The adaptation to a self-administered format requires many adjustments in question wording. This is 
most prominently the case when respondents were previously directly addressed, or the 
interviewers referred to themselves directly (e.g., when the next survey topic is introduced).  

Introductory pages and bridges 

In the EWCS CAPI (computer-assisted personal interviewing) questionnaire, the interviewer generally 
introduces the next topic with sentences such as “I’m now going to ask you some questions 
about….” In self-administered online questionnaires, four adaptations have to be made: First, the 
introductory text should be placed either at the top of a survey page with the next question or on a 
separate survey page. Second, the adaptation must replace the first person singular (“I”) with a 
neutral wording, such as “The next questions are about….” Third, it is recommended that important 
words that an interviewer would emphasize are visually highlighted, for instance, using bold font. 
For the EWCS, for example, we recommend that for respondents with multiple jobs, the words 
“main” or “all” be highlighted, depending on whether respondents should answer only for their main 
job or consider all jobs. Fourth, introductory sections that are sentence fragments in CAPI have to be 
turned into full sentences in the adaptation. We recommend, for instance, to change the phrase 
“Now thinking about your business…” to “The following questions are about your business.” 

Show cards and instructions 

Another common example of necessary adjustments to question wording is when the CAPI 
questionnaire uses show cards to facilitate data collection, which are sometimes referred to in the 
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question text. Normally, these show cards can simply be replaced with a corresponding single-choice 
questions or item-by-item battery without any adjustments to the question text. In cases in which 
the question text explicitly refers to the show card, this part of the question must be adjusted 
accordingly.  

Furthermore, to ensure that respondents understand the survey questions as they are intended, 
instructions on how to respond to a survey question (e.g., “Please select one answer” or “Please 
select all answers that apply to you”) must be inserted in self-administered questionnaires. In all 
cases, the question or item text should be adapted as minimally as possible. 

Presentation of the questionnaire 
Device types 

Unlike paper-and-pencil surveys and surveys conducted by interviewers, respondents to online-
based surveys use different device types: desktop devices (computers, laptops/notebooks) and 
mobile devices (tablets, smartphones). It has been shown that the shorter the survey, the more 
respondents use their smartphone to complete it (Toepoel & Lugtig, 2018). These different devices 
can affect data quality and cause measurement errors because the different display of the survey 
can have different effects on the respondents (Olson et al., 2019) or, in the case of sensitive 
questions, because respondents are less willing to share sensitive information when using mobile 
device features (Mavletova & Couper, 2013). This is, therefore, an important aspect in questionnaire 
design when transitioning to a web-based mode.  

Previous studies have found negligible or no differences in data quality between device types in 
terms of reliability and validity of responses (e.g., Keusch & Yan, 2017; Heerwegh, 2009; Olson et al., 
2019; Sommer et al., 2017; Tourangeau et al., 2017) and in terms of primacy effects, socially 
desirable, and non-substantive responses (e.g., Mavletova, 2013). Furthermore, less straight-lining 
behaviour has been found among respondents using mobile devices than among those using a 
desktop device (Keusch & Yan, 2017).  

Findings on missing data rates and length of open-ended answers varied in previous research. Some 
found more missing data (e.g., Keusch & Yan, 2017) and shorter responses on mobile devices (e.g., 
Mavletova, 2013), whereas other researchers found no differences across device types (e.g., Buskirk 
& Andrus, 2014). However, researchers have consistently reported that respondents using mobile 
devices terminate the survey more often and need more time to complete the survey than those 
using desktop devices (e.g., Buskirk & Andrus, 2014; Keusch & Yan, 2017; Lambert & Miller, 2015; 
Mavletova, 2013; Olson et al., 2019; Sommer et al., 2017). In addition, web survey results showed 
biased estimates of mobile devices compared to desktop devices, primarily attributed to non-
coverage (i.e., differences in characteristics between smartphone owners and non-owners) and 
potential selection errors (Antoun et al., 2019). 

Specific person characteristics have been associated with the tendency to answer surveys using 
mobile devices: younger and more educated respondents, females, and those more familiar with 
web surveys (e.g., Keusch & Yan, 2017; Sommer et al., 2017). Thus, it is strongly recommended to 
collect and provide information about the specific device type used and the number of logins to the 
survey as well as screenshots of the questionnaire format of both versions in order to understand 
and identify potential differences in measurement quality between different devices and formats 
within web-based surveys (Olson et al., 2019). 
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Mobile-first questionnaire layout 

Because mobile screens are, first, smaller than desktop screens and, second, orientated vertically 
instead of horizontally, researchers should choose a questionnaire layout that facilitates survey 
completion on mobile devices (e.g., prevent excessive scrolling or zooming; Antoun et al., 2018), and 
ensure that the survey is displayed in the intended manner on all possible devices (Hansen et al., 
2016). That is, the online questionnaire should be presented and formatted in the same way 
regardless of which device respondents use to fill out the questionnaire. To accommodate for this, 
we recommend choosing a mobile-first layout. In doing so, aspects like the number of items that are 
presented on one screen must be determined. Antoun et al. (2018) provide a brief guide to effective 
smartphone-compatible layouts including, for example, font sizes and touch targets that are large 
enough and the use of simple design and question type elements. Therefore, visual features such as 
graphics and animations should only be used sparingly and when necessary (Dillman & Smyth, 2007). 

Presenting item batteries in a mobile-first format requires adaptation to several parts of the 
question structure. Items must be presented separately with vertically shown response options. This 
is known as an item-by-item format. In consequence, the introductory question text is only visible to 
respondents while they fill out the first item(s), but not as they scroll down to answer later items of 
an item battery (at least in standard online survey software). In general, regardless of device type, 
grid formats have been found to slightly increase straight-line responding, measurement error, and 
technical difficulty, and decrease concurrent validity and survey evaluation, compared to item-by-
item formats (Liu & Cernat, 2018; Mavletova et al., 2018). 

In the EWCS, for instance, the CAPI question text read “Regarding your business, do you…?,” 
followed by the items read out by the interviewer, for instance, “… have the authority to hire or 
dismiss employees.” In the adapted online questionnaire, the question text and items should consist 
of full sentences: “Regarding your business, do the following statements apply to you?” and “I have 
the authority to hire or dismiss employees.” In addition, for the EWCS adapted CAWI questionnaire, 
we recommend presenting a maximum of five items on one survey page to prevent excessive 
scrolling. Questions with more than five items should be split onto multiple survey pages because 
previous research has shown that five rows (and five columns for the response scale; i.e., a 5-x-5-
matrix design) at the most provide the best data quality (e.g., Grady et al., 2019). Furthermore, a 
randomisation of items is recommended whenever possible. In general, items should be randomised 
within survey pages, for instance, to prevent order effects (Dillman et al., 2014).  

Specific survey questions and issues 
In addition to these general decisions of question design, specific survey questions require special 
adaptations to a self-administered format, leading to changes in question wording or even question 
type. Sample questions that are especially relevant in the EWCS refer to (a) respondent’s occupation 
and industry. Moreover, adaptation must consider aspects of (b) gender mainstreaming. 

Respondent’s occupation and industry 
Occupation 

In interviewer-administered modes, such as CAPI and CATI (computer-assisted telephone 
interviewing), it is common that respondents are asked to name their job title and describe their 
occupation in an open-ended format. Interviewers are trained to probe for as much information 
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(e.g., by means of follow-up questions) as is necessary to enable a 4-digit ISCO level classification 
(e.g., Belloni et al., 2014; Conrad et al., 2016; Schierholz et al., 2018). The reason for the open format 
is that it is hardly possible to capture all possible answers and provide them in a list of predefined 
options or to narrow them down (Züll, 2016). In self-administered surveys, retaining the format of an 
open-ended question is accompanied by post hoc increased costs and resources (i.e., coding time; 
Olson et al., 2019). In addition, higher item non-responses or too vague answers that are unlikely to 
allow for such detailed coding afterwards are to be expected. However, in self-administered mixed-
mode surveys such as the GESIS Panel, where respondents are asked about their occupation in an 
open format, the number of non-codable answers is not particularly high (e.g., GESIS Panel: 5.9–
7.1% of the answers; personal communication). Previous research indicates that the length of an 
occupation description is not a strong determinant of post-hoc codability (Conrad et al., 2016; 
Massing et al., 2019). 

If the data quality provided by open-ended answers proves to be too low, the open-ended format 
can be replaced or supplemented with four alternatives: First, a series of successive predefined 
closed questions can be asked to capture details on the occupation of the respondent. For instance, 
these questions can be used to capture relevant dimensions for coding, such as whether a 
respondent has personnel responsibility or an executive function. These questions can also be used 
to determine the economic sector, with questions being displayed via skip-pattern categories, which 
continuously narrow the occupational field until the exact occupation remains (Olson et al., 2019). 
Second, search trees can be implemented, which gradually narrow down the specific occupation. 
Third, so-called look-up databases can be used, which search for matching occupation titles in a 
deposited databank while respondents are typing. Moreover, for 3MC settings, coding databases 
covering occupational titles exist that facilitate the development of closed questions (see also 
Tijdens, 2014, 2015). 

A fourth possibility is using a sequential mixed-mode approach. In a study reported by Peycheva et 
al. (2021), respondents were asked to self-code their occupation in the initially offered web mode 
using a look-up database. Respondents entered key words, and the coding tool searched for relevant 
job titles, offering a list of corresponding codes. If the look-up method was not successful in 
identifying a code, interviewers were tasked with identifying the relevant occupation code in follow-
up telephone or face-to-face interviews, employing an in-interview code assignment. Results 
showed that respondents’ ethnic background, university participation, and cohabitation status 
affected their successful use of the look-up database, indicating that self-coding is problematic for 
certain respondent groups. However, the interviewer-administered follow-ups indicated that 
interviewer characteristics, such as interviewers’ sex, age, and years of interviewing experience, 
strongly impacted the likelihood of assigning an occupation code during the interview. Thus, both 
self- and interviewer-administered coding have caveats, indicating that a multi-mode occupation 
assessment for all respondents may be the optimal route. 

To remain consistent between survey modes, for the EWCS, we recommend using the same question 
text in the CAWI mode for the job title and job activity questions as in the CAPI mode, requiring that 
respondents enter their answers into open-ended text fields. Fill-in instructions should be included 
that name examples of the level of detail required, the overarching goal being to obtain answers 
that allow for an accurate identification of the occupation at the 4-digit ISCO level.  
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Industry 

Similar issues apply to the respondent’s industry and subsequent “Nomenclature of Economic 
Activities” (NACE classification). Previous work on the industry question in the web-based 
WageIndicator Survey has shown that respondents tend to skip the question about the industry, 
presumably because it is deemed too cognitively demanding 
(https://www.surveycodings.org/industry). Within the project “Synergies for Europe’s Research 
Infrastructures in the Social Sciences” (SERISS), an occupation-based sector prediction has been 
developed, which provides respondents with a limited set of industries most likely for their 
occupation (https://seriss.eu/resources/deliverables/). 

In the EWCS, respondents are asked to describe the main activity of the organization they work for, 
with the goal of coding at a 2- or 3-digit NACE level. In the CAPI format, the question text was kept 
relatively simple but also vague (“What is the main activity of the company or organisation where 
you work?”), and interviewers were trained to obtain the relevant information. In the online 
adaptation, we recommend wording the question text more precisely (“What sector of business or 
industry is the company or organisation where you work mainly active in?”) and adding instructions 
that explain the level of detail required and giving examples (e.g., “software development (not: IT), 
manufacture of cutlery (not: factory)”).  

Gender mainstreaming 
As a final aspect, questionnaire adaption must consider gender mainstreaming. This means that the 
adaptation (and all translations thereof, see also the section ‘Questionnaire translation’) must 
consider how a survey question best addresses female and male respondents alike. The EWCS strives 
towards a gender-sensitive rather than a gender-neutral approach (Nicot & Houtman, 2006). The 
American Psychological Association (APA) gives guidance on how to write about people and their 
personal characteristics without bias and about gender with inclusivity and respect (APA, 2020). The 
minimum requirement for a gender-sensitive language in surveys is presenting both the female and 
male form where applicable (e.g., for occupations such as “waitress” or “waiter”).  

References to gender can occur in a survey in several ways: when a question asks about the 
respondent’s gender, in other questions about respondent characteristics (e.g., a question about the 
respondent’s work status may be gender-aligned if the respondent’s gender is known or gender-
inclusive if it is not known), and in questions that use gender-specific nouns or pronouns (e.g., 
references to occupations or references to the respondent’s boss, colleagues, clients, or employer). 

Unlike other self-administered modes, such as paper-and-pencil, online questionnaires benefit from 
the possibility that they can be programmed to show only the gender-aligned version in such 
instances (e.g., showing only “waitress” as an occupation to female respondents and only “waiter” 
to male respondents). This, however, results in additional translation and programming challenges. 
Moreover, the question on gender is generally asked towards the end of a survey. Programming 
gender-aligned language in a survey requires changing this order and collecting information on 
gender at the beginning.  

Finally, both the possibilities and necessity of gender-specific modifications differ markedly by 
language. Provided that it is possible in the language, it is also conceivable to avoid gendered 
endings (e.g., use “police officer” instead of “policeman” in occupational titles) and to use inclusive 
terms (e.g., humans, people) as recommended by the APA (2020).  

https://www.surveycodings.org/industryy
https://seriss.eu/resources/deliverables/k
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Gender identity 

Eurofound considers the online questionnaire to be the beginning of a new trend regarding gender 
sensitivity. The adapted questions are intended to capture gender identity in a consistent way and 
include a non-binary option. Questions about the gender of the respondent and the proxy should 
ideally address all respondents who identify as male or female in the respective form. The question 
text asks how the respondents would describe themselves or another member of their household. 
The non-binary response option “other” should be chosen to be as all-encompassing and inclusive as 
possible. 

There are three instances where the EWCS questionnaire records the sex or gender of a person: the 
immediate boss, the respondent, and other household member(s). Each of these three questions is 
followed by questions about the respective person. We recommend wording these subsequent 
questions in a gender-aligned way. For instance, the items about the immediate boss should be 
worded in a male (i.e., “He respects me as a person.”) or female form (i.e., “She respects me as a 
person.”) if the boss was classified as male or female and if a gender-aligned approach is possible in 
the respective language. If respondents choose the non-binary option “other” or leave the question 
unanswered, the items should contain both forms (“He/She respects me as a person.”).  

Following the question about the gender of the respondent or proxy, the question about the 
respective work status should also be gender-aligned. This simplifies the question text in languages 
that use different male and female forms for terms such as employee, employer, or homemaker. 
Moreover, it also allows countries that offer different child-leave policies for men and women to use 
the respective terms. In addition, the question about the proxy’s relationship to the respondent 
profits strongly from gender alignment, as the response options become more specific. For instance, 
the response option “My child or the son/daughter of my cohabiting partner” should be presented 
as “My son or the son of my cohabiting partner” for male proxies, as “My daughter or the daughter 
of my cohabiting partner” for female proxies, and neutrally as “My child or the child of my 
cohabiting partner” when the gender is declared as “other” or unknown. 
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Aspects of questionnaire administration for 
successive interviews and modularisation 
This section is divided into three parts. First, it addresses issues related to the length and different 
possibilities to shorten the questionnaire. Second, recruitment procedures are presented. Third, the 
handling of missing data is addressed. 

Length of the questionnaire 
Another important aspect of questionnaire administration when moving to a self-administered 
online mode relates to the appropriate length of the questionnaire.  

Interview duration is determined by both survey and respondent characteristics. In terms of 
question characteristics, the number of clauses, words within clauses, and answer categories impact 
response times (Yan & Tourangeau, 2008). However, the larger share of the variation in interview 
duration is explained by the characteristics of the respondents (Gummer & Rossmann, 2015). For 
instance, respondents with higher cognitive abilities generally need less time to fill in surveys; highly 
motivated respondents (i.e., respondents with higher topic interest) spend more time answering 
complex survey questions, such as open-ended questions. Respondents from opt-in online panels 
are generally more experienced at answering survey questions, reducing survey time (Gummer & 
Rossmann, 2015). 

Prior research indicates that the effect of switching from a CAPI to an online questionnaire on 
interview duration is minimal. For the EVS, the average interview duration for a face-to-face survey 
was 59 minutes, and 55 minutes for a web survey of the same content (Wolf et al., 2021). 

The ideal length of an online survey is between ten and 15 min and the maximum survey length 
between 20 and 28 min (e.g., Revilla & Höhne, 2020). Therefore, it is common that longitudinal 
surveys shorten their questionnaire when they transition from an interviewer-administered to a self-
administered mode (Olson et al., 2019). Because especially survey questions asked at the end of a 
questionnaire receive less attention than those asked at the beginning – and measurement error 
increases (Peytchev & Peytcheva, 2017) – it is necessary to maintain respondents’ motivation and 
attention throughout the whole survey by keeping a questionnaire short (Neuert, 2021). 
Consequently, respondents’ effort and fatigue are reduced, on the one hand, and response rates and 
data quality increase, on the other hand (e.g., Littvay, 2009).  

However, there are several things to consider. One option is to reduce the questionnaire for all 
respondents from, for example, 45 min to 30 min and only cover the most relevant questions. This 
procedure is preferred for surveys where large sample sizes are not available and where 
programming-intensive and time-consuming post-hoc estimation of missing data is too costly or 
complex (see, e.g., Peytchev et al., 2020). In such a case, it is advisable to give respondents the 
option to pause participation and continue later. An option to keep a survey short is to split the 
questionnaire across waves (panel design): After completing the initial survey, respondents are 
invited to a further round of questions. The disadvantage of this approach is that it increases 
fieldwork costs, and because not all respondents will participate in multiple surveys, incomplete data 
occur in many cases (Wolf et al., 2021; see also the following section). 
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Planned missingness design  
Another option is to use a so-called planned missingness design. There a several ways to implement 
a planned missingness design (for an overview, see Little & Rhemtulla, 2013): The first is the split 
questionnaire (also called multi-form) design, the second is the 2-method measurement design, and 
the third the wave missing design. 

In the split questionnaire design, for example, two-thirds or half of the entire questionnaire is 
completed in each form, resulting in the post-hoc estimated scores and actual assessed scores being 
very similar and comparable (e.g., Smits & Vorst, 2007). There are two ways to design a split 
questionnaire. The first option is to divide a, for example, 45-min questionnaire into several shorter 
ones such as three 15-min questionnaires. Multi-item instruments are not split in the process, but 
only a portion of respondents receive them. This option should be selected primarily if the 
composite score of the instrument is important for further analysis (Raghunathan & Grizzle, 1995). In 
other cases, however, the second option is preferable. 

The second option is that respondents receive a core questionnaire (e.g., asking for 
sociodemographic characteristics or other variables with high predictive ability) and a specific item 
subset of each multi-item instrument, to which participants are randomly assigned. Thereby, it is 
recommended that item combinations be chosen so that every conceivable pair of questions is 
captured in at least one form (Peytchev & Peytcheva, 2017). Furthermore, each facet of a construct 
should be represented in each form as well as a few items in all forms (Moore et al., 2020). From a 
statistical point of view, the variables across the subsets should be correlated with each other. This 
ensures that the observed elements have prediction power for the missing elements. Within a 
subset, the variables should not be highly correlated. The purpose of this is to ensure that responses 
are not acquired to an item that does not provide any additional information (Raghunathan & 
Grizzle, 1995). 

Next, it must be decided whether respondents receive all modules with some time in between, 
whether they receive only one module, or whether they receive a core questionnaire and, for 
example, one further module. Presenting all split forms to the participants with some time in 
between has been shown to result in higher dropout rates, irrespective of the number of modules 
(i.e., three vs. 10), compared to the condition in which participants received the entire questionnaire 
at once (Toepoel & Lugtig, 2018). However, even though the respondents also received all parts of 
the questionnaire, just not the entire questionnaire at once, there were some considerable benefits 
of split questionnaires: fewer item missing and satisficing response behaviour, better survey 
evaluation (Toepoel & Lugtig, 2018), and lower measurement error (Peytchev & Peytcheva, 2017). 
Moreover, there was no impact on responding tendencies and data quality (Toepoel & Lugtig, 2018). 

If not all modules are presented to each respondent, it must be assured that respondents are 
randomly assigned to the modules (missing completely at random [MCAR]) to yield unbiased 
estimates in modern missing data estimation and to overcome the power that is lost due to the 
reduced data associated with the design (Rhemtulla & Little, 2012). Simulation studies have 
demonstrated that the higher the correlations between the variables across different 
parts/forms/modules/splits, the less efficiency loss this approach entails after data collection when 
imputing missing data (Raghunathan & Grizzle, 1995).  

In the 2-method measurement design, most (or all) respondents receive a cheaper, less valid 
measurement of a construct, while a few respondents receive the cheaper version and additionally a 
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more expensive, highly valid measurement, leading to lower standard errors and a higher sample 
size for chosen constructs (e.g., Graham et al., 2006). The 2-method measurement design is suitable 
for situations in which there is a choice between two different measures of a construct that differ 
significantly in terms of cost and effort. In the social sciences, this is usually the case whenever self-
administered measures show weaknesses in terms of validity (e.g., when asking adolescents about 
their smoking behaviour). In this case, objective, more expensive measures such as biological 
markers or, depending on the construct, face-to-face interviews may be used for a subset of the 
sample (Graham et al., 2006; Little & Rhemtulla, 2013). 

In the wave missing design, participants omit one or more complete measurement occasions (Little 
& Rhemtulla, 2013). As an example, in a design with monthly measurements across 12 months, each 
participant could be assigned two missing measurements. While the first two planned missingness 
designs can be applied in cross-sectional and longitudinal studies, the wave missing design can only 
be used in longitudinal studies (Little & Rhemtulla, 2013; Wood et al., 2019). Indeed, many 
longitudinal studies already employ this design: Multiple age cohorts are assessed, while making use 
of data from one cohort to impute values for another (Duncan et al., 2013; Little, 2013; Wood et al., 
2019). 

Which design is to be preferred must be decided on a survey-specific basis. For longitudinal studies, 
a split-form missing design is recommended in preference to a wave missing design, because it has 
been shown to be more effective in capturing the multilevel model (Wood et al., 2019). 

To conclude, planned missingness design has several advantages: First, the number of measures 
collected from each respondent can be increased while decreasing respondents’ burden and fatigue. 
Second, due to lower survey costs, researchers can use larger sample sizes, thus, improving data 
quality and validity (Rhemtulla & Little, 2012). Third, the likelihood of non-response and missing 
values that are not random (MNAR) decreases, leading to multiple imputation and maximum 
likelihood methods being more valid (e.g., Imbriano, 2018). That is, the least efficiency loss can be 
achieved with the planned missingness design.  

In a recent mode experiment within the German part of the EVS 2017/2018, the average length of 
the face-to-face interviews was 59 minutes, whereas the survey length was reduced to 38 minutes 
for the web interview using a matrix design (Wolf et al., 2021).  

Recruitment procedures 
There are two cases in which it is necessary to think about recruitment procedures: in longitudinal 
surveys with multiple waves and in split questionnaire designs if all respondents shall receive 
multiple or all modules. In these cases, it must be ensured that the respondents participate in all 
waves/parts of the survey.  

Survey retention 
There are several strategies for retaining participants in surveys, including incentives, sending 
newsletter or reminder letters, providing feedback options or summaries of study results, or offering 
alternative methods of data collection (e.g., Watson & Wooden, 2009). In their methodological 
report, the German Family Panel (Panel Analysis of Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics 
[pairfam], continued as Family Research and Demographic Analysis [FReDA-pairfam] from 2022 
onwards) describes sending an information brochure and updating the project homepage with 
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important information, for example, on data protection or study results, as strategies. They also 
established a hotline for respondents and allowed respondents to update their address on the 
website to avoid panel attrition (Brüderl et al., 2021).  

Willingness to participate in further survey waves also depends on the way surveys are designed and 
administered (Watson & Wooden, 2009). Particularly in web-based surveys, the building of trust is 
an important factor. Participants must be given the feeling that the survey is legitimate (Dillman et 
al., 2014) and trustworthy and that their personal data will be protected and handled with 
confidence. 

Additionally, cooperation has been found to be influenced by the use of incentives (Watson & 
Wooden, 2009). Survey panels (e.g., the GESIS Panel or the Longitudinal Internet studies for the 
Social Sciences [LISS] Panel) use incentives (monetary or non-monetary) as a strategy for panel 
maintenance. To increase response rates and retention in panel surveys or subsequent modules, it is 
recommended to provide the greater share of the incentive directly at the beginning (i.e., when 
assessing the first survey and when asking for participation in a follow-up survey/wave; Peytchev et 
al., 2020). For panel surveys or surveys with multiple parts, a strategy might be to provide an 
additional incentive for participation in case respondents have not participated in a consecutive 
(part of the) survey or to incentivise respondents with lower likelihoods of participating in later parts 
of the survey (an approach currently tested within FReDA; Schneider et al., 2021). For the 3MC 
context, it is important to note that there may be different country-specific regulations regarding 
incentives (Sommer, 2017).  

Sociodemographic variables 
Sociodemographic variables can also be used as determinants to predict and compensate for 
nonparticipation (Radler & Ryff, 2010). For example, it is more difficult to retain individuals with 
lower levels of education, with lower health status, men, and the unmarried in longitudinal studies 
(Radler & Ryff, 2010). Considering such information collected in an initial survey, helps match the 
recruitment strategy to respondents with certain characteristics, such as higher incentives for those 
with lower levels of education (tailored design, see Dillman et al., 2014; Radler & Ryff, 2010). 
Previous research has shown that an incentivization might increase response rates for often under-
represented groups in surveys (e.g., younger respondents, respondents from minority ethnic groups; 
Singer et al., 1999) However, how strong the impact of the incentive will be and how respondents 
react to it, is usually not known. Moreover, incentivization may be seen as ethically questionable, in 
particular if respondents receive differential incentives.   

Re-contact data 
According to the American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR; Olson et al., 2019) 
report on transitions from telephone surveys to self-administered and mixed-mode surveys, the 
most common mode used to recruit respondents for surveys that have transitioned to self-
administered or mixed modes is by mail. Mail is also often used to provide a URL and access code for 
the online survey. Moreover, invitations by mail allow to include study-relevant information 
materials as well as prepaid incentives. If email addresses or mobile phone numbers are available 
and consent to re-contact has been obtained, recruitment via email or text message is also possible. 
It can be assumed that these are also the most important channels for re-contacting respondents 



Good practices in transitioning to an online mode in 3MC questionnaire design 
 
 

Disclaimer: This working paper has not been subject to the full Eurofound evaluation, editorial and publication process. 

18 

(Olson et al., 2019). It is advisable to use multiple (re-)contact modes, regardless of the mode of the 
actual survey (Dillman et al.,2014). 

Re-contact data in terms of “nonresponse follow-ups:” If all efforts to recruit respondents or to 
motivate them to participate in multiple survey waves fail, it is possible to collect so-called re-
contact data after the deadline to participate in a module or after the survey has closed. That is, 
non-participants are contacted again and asked to respond to a small questionnaire or to provide 
some information about themselves and the reasons for their non-participation (e.g., Karvanen et 
al., 2016; Kopra et al., 2018). Respondents who comply with this re-contact request can be used as a 
proxy for all non-participants and help reduce selection bias by adjusting for this non-participation 
bias in the population estimates (e.g., Karvanen et al., 2016; Kopra et al., 2018). Moreover, 
consideration may be given to recording the intention to drop out from the survey for respondents 
who participate in the survey (Graham, 2009). However, it needs to be noted that re-contacting 
might only be permitted if respondents have not rejected participation in the study in general. 

Handling of missing data 
When applying a planned missingness design, one must handle missing data (i.e., the scores of items 
not unadministered) after data collection. There are two different methods of appropriate missing 
data procedures: multiple imputation (e.g., Kaplan & Su, 2016; Raghunathan & Grizzle, 1995) and 
(full information) maximum likelihood (for an overview of the vast number of different estimators 
for both methods, see Little & Rhemtulla, 2013). Both methods can produce similar results when 
implemented in comparable ways (e.g., Collins et al., 2001). The additional inclusion of auxiliary 
variables strongly related to the items of interest is recommended to improve missing data 
estimation, for example, by reducing estimation bias due to MNAR missingness (e.g., due to further 
unplanned missing data in addition to the planned missing data) and compensating for lost power 
(e.g., Collins et al., 2001; Graham, 2009). Because it is easier to include auxiliary variables in multiple 
imputation, this method is preferable compared to maximum likelihood estimation (Collins et al., 
2001). 

To minimize the loss of information in planned missingness designs, the optimal pattern of allowed 
and planned missingness should be determined in advance. In general, a high number of split 
questionnaires or questionnaire forms is recommended to obtain “the greatest uniformity in the 
information matrix” (Littvay, 2009, p. 112). At the same time, it is essential to ensure that there are 
common observations and enough participants so that each combination can be assigned. That is, 
the number of splits must be chosen so that there are enough participants per split questionnaire 
form. Search algorithms can help to find the optimal split solution (i.e., the way the instruments and 
variables are distributed among the modules/splits/forms) and to indicate the required sample sizes 
(e.g., Ioannidis et al., 2016).  
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Aspects of questionnaire administration in multi-
language questionnaires 
Generally, there are some challenges with any 3MC survey. The first issue concerns the 
measurement invariance of the survey across languages and countries. It has been shown that it is 
not so much the question mode and format that are not equivalent in different countries, but rather 
the non-equivalence is due to not comparable constructs, translation errors and the different 
languages and cultures, even in, for example, three neighbouring European countries (Germany, 
France, Switzerland; Roberts et al., 2020). Furthermore, the meaning and understanding of some 
questions or features may vary in different cultures (Hibben & de Jong, 2020), including design and 
visual components, which are culturally embedded, such as unlucky numbers (e.g., 4 in China and 
Japan, 17 in Italy and Brazil, 39 in Afghanistan), colours with negative or political symbolism, and 
culturally specific symbols/icons, or with which some cultures are (un)familiar (e.g., thermometers 
or response scales with faces/smileys; e.g., Hansen et al., 2016; Mohler et al., 2016).  

Apart from that, in some cultures, it is necessary to make adaptions that, first, improve 
understanding to maintain conceptual coverage, second, reduce difficulty to maintain the same level 
of difficulty across populations, or third, conform to cultural discourse conventions or sensitivities 
(for an overview of common forms of adaptation required, see Mohler et al., 2016). Therefore, it is 
of great importance to (pre)test both the source and translated and adapted questionnaires 
(inclusive visual designs) to ensure both measurement invariance between the language versions 
and validity and cross-cultural comparability (Goerman & Caspar, 2010; Hibben & de Jong, 2020; 
Schoua-Glusberg & Villar, 2014).  

Questionnaire translation 
Good questionnaire translations need to meet specifications and requirements as formulated for a 
specific translation project, such as the needs of the target group, of the survey mode, and of the 
study with regard to consistency across waves, etc. (Behr, 2018). When a project transitions from a 
face-to-face survey to a self-administered online survey, new specifications need to make explicit to 
all translation teams involved what kind of work will be required from them, amongst others: 

 When shifting an existing instrument from face-to-face to the online mode, in principle, the 
changes implemented in the source questionnaire should equally be implemented in the 
translations. Beyond these source changes, however, the entire translation of a 
questionnaire needs to be carefully checked for further wordings that are not suitable for 
the online mode.  

 With regard to gender mainstreaming, teams need to decide how gender should be 
addressed, for example, by using separate programming for male or female versions, using 
slashes or brackets, for instance, satisfait(e) (Behr, 2018). In the online mode, reliance on an 
interviewer to use the appropriate wording is no longer possible. 

Transitioning to the online mode means also that new programming options may become available, 
for instance, placeholders (or so-called fills). However, one needs to be careful of what these may 
mean for multilingual implementation. Placeholders that work in the English language may 
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challenging or not be suitable at all for multilingual implementation (e.g., fills for date or tense may 
result in inadequate linguistic structure; Behr, in press; Wang et al., 2017). 

Online surveys require an appropriate translation of interface and navigation elements; these 
translations need to be produced with usability in mind so as not to confuse respondents in their 
attempt to access and navigate through the survey (Wang et al., 2017).  

If the online survey is based on one programming (i.e., a kind of template for the source 
questionnaire) that serves as the basis for translations teams, the topic of potential country-specific 
adaptations (e.g., country-specific questions, country-specific formats such as date formats) should 
be addressed early on during questionnaire development with question developers and survey 
programmers (Behr, in press).  

In general, recommendations for technical instrument design should be heeded when transitioning 
to the self-administered online mode. Hansen et al. (2016) provide a valuable source of inspiration, 
including pointers to differences in multicultural implementation, for example, different time 
formats, different associations with colours, different scripts, and different text directionality.   

When changing the survey mode, the attention typically paid to translation should not be reduced. 
This means, also for self-administered online surveys, best practice procedures such as the team-
based interdisciplinary TRAPD model should be implemented. In TRAPD, two translators produce 
independent translations of a questionnaire (Translation); subsequently, they meet with substantive 
and survey experts to reconcile these translations (Review); the final translations are signed off 
(Adjudication) before a pretest (Pretest) is implemented. The entire procedure is documented 
(Documentation; Harkness, 2003). Team-based translations apply in particular to new items in the 
online setting and to items with major changes due to the mode switch. Smaller wording changes 
may not require double translations, even though they should also be carefully vetted by different 
parties. 

Technical pretests – beyond substantive pretests – on a questionnaire translation in the online mode 
should be implemented with a threefold aim: a) linguistic testing (e.g., is all correctly translated, 
including error messages; do the different language scripts display correctly); b) interface testing 
(e.g., is all text visible, also in drop-box design or error messages); and c) functionality testing (e.g., 
does the instrument work as intended, including correct filtering and sending respondents through 
the survey). Compatibility testing – that is, testing whether the translated instruments work with 
different devices, web browsers, etc. – should equally be conducted (Behr, in press) to ensure that 
the target group can correctly see and read the survey. 

Last but not last, (multilingual) survey entry needs to be considered, too. Compared to interviewer-
based surveys, an advantage of web-based surveys is that they can be programmed to allow 
participants to select their preferred language (Olson et al., 2019) – preferably at the beginning of 
the survey so that all subsequent questions can be displayed in the selected language. A distinction 
has to be made, on the one hand, between a survey that automatically recognizes which country 
someone is accessing from and automatically offers the corresponding language, and, on the other 
hand, and a language selection by respondents within a multilingual country. For example, a survey 
in Switzerland should always be provided in German, French, and Italian; languages, from which the 
survey respondents should then be able to choose their preferred survey language. The way how 
respondents navigate to the correct survey entry page needs to be carefully considered, too. Sha et 
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al. (2018) describe, for instance, how limited English-language speakers in the US can optimally 
access translated surveys in the US context. 

Infrastructural burdens 
Administration of web-based surveys can come with administrative hurdles and infrastructural 
constraints, especially in non-Western countries or rural areas. Amongst these are insufficient 
internet connection or penetration, lack of suitable software, internet censorship, lack of computer 
skills, lack of expertise to conduct and program computerized surveys (e.g., de Jong, 2016; Hansen et 
al., 2016). Therefore, it is necessary to know in advance the technological infrastructure and 
inappropriate or unauthorized survey topics of each target country to ensure that participants can 
easily access the survey link (de Jong, 2016). 
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Conclusion 
To sum up, when moving from an interviewer-based to a self-administered web-based large-scale 
survey, a number of issues need to be carefully considered, especially for 3MC surveys that deal with 
multiple languages and cultures. Among other things, decisions and adjustments must be made 
regarding (a) response options and formats (i.e., open-ended numerical questions, multiple-
response questions, and the inclusion of non-substantive response options for certain questions, 
such as sensitive or knowledge questions); b) the presentation of additional information such as 
definitions and explanations (for all respondents or only upon request); c) question wording and 
instructions (general, but also gender- and culturally-sensitive language); d) the layout of the 
questionnaire (which should be compatible and easy to answer with all possible types of devices); e) 
the handling of specific survey questions (e.g., occupation and industry); (f) length of the 
questionnaire (i.e., shortening, split questionnaire design, or planned missingness design); and (g) 
recruitment strategies (including re-contact data).  

For all these aspects, we have provided general and EWCS-specific recommendations and examples 
based on findings from previous literature as well as experience from survey practitioners and 
methodological experts – always taking into account the greatest possible equivalence to the CAPI 
questionnaire.  

Cross-cultural cognitive interviews and web probing were used to examine how the EWCS CAPI 
questionnaire can best be transitioned to a self-administered online questionnaire, verifying many of 
the question design decisions from the literature (see Final Report). However, questions specific to 
the EWCS require further attention and research in a self-administered or multi-mode questionnaire. 
Both the existing literature and the findings from cognitive pretesting indicate that transitioning 
questions on occupation and sector may lead to a systematic bias in reporting, with respondents 
with lower education and/or literacy being less likely to provide codable responses. We recommend 
research on two-step study designs in which respondents provide their responses in a self-
administered format in one step and with the help of an interviewer in the other step. This can be 
done using open-ended questions in both steps and/or testing combination of open-ended 
questions, search trees and look-up databases. 

The next task is to determine whether the recommended adaptations for the EWCS questionnaire 
are optimal and produce the intended results, ideally using mixed-method data collection. In 
general, applying mixed-mode designs is always a good strategy because they shorten and facilitate 
fieldwork, lead to higher response rates, and better represent the general population of a country 
(e.g., Wolf et al., 2021). To ensure high data quality and equivalence in mixed-mode designs, it is 
advisable to control for selection, demographic variables, and responses from previous waves (Hox 
et al., 2015). For the EWCS as a 3CM survey, possible mode effects should be examined in all 
countries and language versions. Internet penetration, computer skills and literacy may vary across 
countries and respondent groups. Therefore, mixed-mode data collection and analysis are necessary 
to examine possible effects of the mode on response behaviour. 

Finally, the effect of a planned missingness design on data quality, such as reliability and validity, 
should be examined. Currently, there is little empirical data on this from large-scale surveys (for first 
results from the EVS, see Wolf et al., 2021). Research projects on the statistical modelling of planned 
missingness are ongoing (i.e., DFG project 407454818 “Modular Questionnaire Designs for Social 
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Surveys: Statistical Modelling of Design Missingness”). For the EWCS, we recommend an in-depth 
questionnaire evaluation under the aspect of modularization prior to choosing a planned 
missingness design. Finally, an empirical study should compare the data quality of a full online 
questionnaire in comparison to a planned missingness design.  
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