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June 19, 2001 
 
Communications Research Institute (CRI) Questionnaire Design Flaws used for their Health 
Survey (MARS) 
 
There are several important flaws in the questionnaire design. 
 
1. Frequency 
 

The use of a frequency question has been shown not to produce accurate average issue readership 
figures, or accurate turnover figures (see attached paper “A Fresh Look at Frequency Distributions”) 
 
The frequency question used in the CRI questionnaire is not time constrained, ie instead of how 
many issues in the last 4 weeks (or relevant publication period is) the question asks how many out of 
the last 4 issues. 
 
Are we to assume the respondent is accurately aware of the last 4 issues published, and which ones 
he/she has read, and which not? 
 
What if the respondent has not yet read the most recently published issue, but read an earlier one?  
Should he/she take a strict approach, ie 3 out of last 4, or an average approach, ie 4 out of 4?   
 
And what if the respondent is not accurately aware of the last 4 issues, if he/she read or looked into a 
couple of issues recently, but is not aware of whether these are among the last 4 issues or not – how 
will they answer? 
 
The answer at best must be a broad estimate. 

 
2. Mixing time periods 
 

In all research it is important to set the time frame clearly for the respondent, and change time 
frames as little as possible. 
 
The CRI questionnaire mixes publications with different time periods, ie weekly, monthly, etc.  This 
is likely to confuse the respondent. 
 
If we take the combined problems of the frequency question and mixed time periods, the likely 
direction of the resulting errors will likely favor weekly (or frequent publications) against less 
frequent publications. 
 
If the respondent estimates how many issues of each publication they’ve read recently, then clearly 
this will have them recalling more weekly publications than monthly publications (and even fewer 
publications published quarterly or twice yearly). 

 



3. Ambiguous publication period descriptions 
 

The term bi-weekly has two meanings – twice each week and every two weeks – each equally 
correct.  Similarly, for bi-monthly. 
 
To use this ambiguous terminology in such a critical element of the design is a fundamental flaw in 
the survey. 
 
It would be expected to disadvantage bi-weekly and bi-monthly publications as follows: if the 
respondent who had read 3 issues of Rolling Stone in the last 8 weeks inadvertently understood from 
the questionnaire that the bi-weekly publication Rolling Stone was published twice each week, then 
he/she would probably think they had read 3 issues out of a possible 16 (approximately 1 out of 4) 
instead of 3 out of 4. 
 

4. Specific issue covers 
 
The use of actual specific issue covers, while appropriate for measuring a specific issue of a 
magazine, is potentially confusing for a frequency of reading question where the respondent is asked 
about reading of the last four issues.  It is unclear whether the covers were recent issues, ie in the 
last 4, or selected according to some specified criteria.  While it is difficult to anticipate the likely 
direction of any error introduced by this, it is our view that publications with similar covers over 
time (or those where the masthead and standard look of the publication is of greater prominence than 
the specific cover pictures) are probably advantaged by this methodology. 
 

5. Title confusion 
 
Many magazines have similar titles and looks.  To assist the respondent to identify which title they 
actually read or looked into, like or similar magazines (with the same publication frequency) should 
be grouped together.  This is not followed in the CRI questionnaire.  For instance, two titles ‘Men’s 
Fitness’ and ‘Men’s Health’ would potentially be confused by respondents – ‘Men’s Fitness’ 
appears on page 2F, while ‘Men’s Health’ appears on page 6F.   
 
It is not clear whether or not the order of pages/titles is rotated (randomised or reversed).  If these 
pages are not rotated, it is likely the error due to confusion will inflate the measured readership of 
the first mentioned publication.  (The respondent who reads ‘Men’s Health’ may incorrectly record 
their ‘Men’s Health’ reading activity in the ‘Men’s Fitness’ section, as this is the first title they see 
that looks like the one they read.) 
 
If the pages are rotated, then the error will be randomly spread across the titles which are the subject 
of confusion. 

 
Given that all of these issues and errors are well known, and have been documented in the literature 
over the last 50 years, we are surprised to see such a flawed survey. 
 
 

   










































