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Abstract: This paper examines whether a public opinion survey can induce 
thought among respondents and improve the quality of survey responses. More 
specifically, we argue that positioning a summary question after a balanced 
series of relevant items can increase the breadth of considerations activated, 
thereby producing answers that are more closely related to individuals’ 
underlying interests, values, and predispositions. By manipulating the location 
of the vote intention question in two separate national election campaign 
surveys, we find that there are fewer ‘undecided’ respondents when the question 
is asked at the end of the survey rather than early on, that some people are 
changing their mind during the questionnaire, and that vote intentions based on 
the later question are a better predictor of the actual vote. The findings carry 
important lessons about the quality of survey results and of citizen decision-
making. 
 
 
Time and time again, studies have shown that most citizens are politically uninterested, 

inattentive, and uninformed.1 This has important consequences for the quality of electoral 
democracy, since many people would hold different attitudes and vote differently if they were 
more informed.2 But research indicates that information, discussion, and thought can all improve 
the ‘quality’ of attitudes. For instance, deliberative polling has shown that providing people with 
objective information about an issue changes the opinions of many about that issue, and those 
who learn more tend to exhibit the most attitude change.3 Similarly, election campaigns – during 
which there is an increased flow of political information and attention – tend to reduce individual 
differences in voting preferences attributable to low information.4 There is also evidence that 
discussion between individuals, especially those with conflicting viewpoints, enhances opinion 
quality by increasing knowledge of opposing perspectives and stimulating tolerance,5 and by 
inhibiting the influence of elite-level framing.6 Thought also appears to increase citizen 
competence: contexts that encourage people to decide diligently and responsibly expand their 
ability to make tradeoffs between competing goals.7  

 
In order to understand the extent and limits of people’s capacity for higher-quality choices 

and attitudes, we need to ascertain the conditions that can foster them. Extraordinary efforts (such 
as a deliberative poll or a campaign) or explicit attempts at modifying people’s motivations (such 
as stop-and-think directives) have been found to influence opinion quality. This study suggests 
that a minimal and unobtrusive contextualization can also have a sizable effect. We argue that 
providing individuals with an environment that allows them to reflect more about their 
predispositions can help people develop a summary judgement and improve the quality of that 
judgement. We assert that such a deliberative context can be generated by the simple process of 
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answering questions. 
 
More precisely, we argue that certain survey conditions can induce thought, expand the 

breadth and representativeness of accessible considerations, and provide opportunities to review 
those considerations more thoroughly. These conditions, in turn, help respondents provide more 
reliable and valid responses to the questions they are asked. The potential for survey deliberation 
hinges on the exhaustiveness, balance, and ordering of items in the questionnaire. Our contention 
is that people who are asked to state their summary judgement about an issue after having gone 
through a large even-handed interview covering all aspects of that issue will be more likely to 
express an attitude, and their answers will be more reliable, i.e. more predictive of their eventual 
behaviour. Evidence of several question order effects in surveys has already been uncovered.8 
Here, we claim the existence of another question order effect which we label the deliberation 
effect. 

 
To examine the empirical validity of the deliberation question order effect, we look at 

differences in responses between a late and early positioning of the vote intention question in 
extensive and balanced surveys. Evidence comes from two distinct research designs. First, the 
1988 Canadian Election Study contains a split-sample experiment on the location of the 
campaign vote intention question. Half the sample received the question very early in the survey, 
while the other half received it almost at the end. We use these data to determine whether the 
location of the vote intention question can influence the distribution and the reliability of survey 
responses. More specifically, we test whether vote intentions captured near the end of a long and 
even-handed interview exhibit less non-response and predict actual vote choice more accurately 
than those revealed at the beginning of the interview. Second, we draw upon a unique feature of 
the 2006 Canadian Election Study where the vote intention question was asked twice of every 
respondent; first early in the survey, and then again at the very end. This design allows us to 
verify and supplement the findings based on the 1988 split-sample experiment. Besides 
examining the impact of question location on non-response and the reliability of answers, we can 
ascertain how many people provide different answers during the course of the interview, which 
individuals are changing their mind, and whether they give more reliable vote intentions at the 
end of the survey. 

 
Our concluding remarks argue that these findings have significant implications for 

understanding the quality of survey results, of citizen decision-making, and of the democratic 
process.  

 
Question Order Effects  
 
When designing surveys, one has to pay careful attention to a variety of methodological 

and conceptual issues involving not just question wording, question format, response wording, 
response format, and response order, but also question order. As Schuman and Presser note, 
“Since individual survey questions are not asked in isolation, but as part of a continuous flow of 
items, the context in which any question appears, or its position in a sequence of items, may 
conceivably influence the answers given to it”.9 A substantial body of work has documented the 
often impressive impact of question order on survey responses.10  

 
Question order effects are at odds with a traditional view of attitudes as pre-existing 
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crystallized evaluations of an object.11 According to that perspective, people either have a 
position on, say, abortion or they don’t. Surveys simply ask them to reveal the existence and 
nature of that position. Such an approach, sometimes dubbed the ‘file-drawer model’,12 has 
trouble accounting for the instability of responses over time13, the susceptibility to context 
effects,14 and the willingness of respondents to provide opinions on obscure and fictional issues.15 
These findings all suggest that many citizens hold “non-attitudes”.16 

 
More contemporary perspectives explain question order effects in terms of cognitive 

information-processing which considers attitudes as “temporary constructions”.17 Survey answers 
emerge from a series of processes: “understanding the question, retrieving material about the 
issue, deriving an answer from what has been retrieved, and reporting the answer”.18 More 
specifically, judgements are formed by averaging across the sample of considerations accessible 
in memory.19 These are considerations that have been recently activated, whether by personal 
experiences, a televised news report, a discussion with a friend or spouse, or the preceding 
questions of a survey. If, as Sudman and colleagues suggest, “human judgment is always context-
dependent”,20 then survey responses ought to fluctuate when context varies. The ordering of 
survey items can modify this context: “Prior items can change how respondents interpret later 
questions, what considerations they retrieve in formulating their answers, which standard or 
norms they apply in judging the issue, and how they report their answers”.21 

 
Several types of question order effects have been identified in the literature. We briefly 

describe the existing major types to distinguish them from the effect introduced in the following 
section. Two effects (assimilation and contrast) deal with how answers to an item may be 
influenced by an interaction with a closely preceding related item or series of items, while two 
others (rapport and fatigue) deal with how the overall position of a question within a 
questionnaire may influence responses to that question. 

 
The assimilation or consistency effect refers to a situation where responses to two 

connected items are more consistent as a result of the proximity of the items. Hyman & Sheatsley 
uncovered the classic example of a consistency effect: Americans’ propensity to allow 
Communist reporters to visit the United States increased substantially if the parallel question 
concerning American reporters visiting the USSR was asked beforehand.22 The alleged factor 
behind this effect is the respondent’s desire to appear consistent by respecting an implicit norm of 
reciprocity or even-handedness.23 

 
The contrast or redundancy effect refers to the reverse situation, where greater differences 

are found between answers to questions asked serially rather than in isolation. For instance, 
support for abortion on demand is significantly lower if it follows a specific question about 
support for abortion in the case of serious birth defect.24 Opinion on the general item is less 
favourable because, it seems, respondents construe that the general statement excludes the 
specific circumstances cited in the previous item. 

 
As evidence of the rapport effect, Sigelman found that answers to the presidential 

popularity question were affected by its positioning in the questionnaire.25 There was no 
directional effect on substantive opinion (i.e., no difference in the approve/disapprove 
distribution), but the proportion of ‘don’t knows’ was significantly lower when the question was 
asked late in the survey rather than early. This pattern is attributable to certain individuals who 
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possess attitudes and are less willing to divulge them at the beginning of a survey. “Rapport 
effects are assumed to occur because respondents become more relaxed, trusting, or committed as 
an interview proceeds, thus facilitating frank responses”.26 

 
By contrast, the fatigue effect involves negative reactions that respondents may have after 

being assaulted with an endless barrage of curious, insipid, annoying, or tiresome questions. For 
instance, Kraut, Wolfson & Rothenberg found significant increases in non-response and non-
extreme answers near the end of a long questionnaire.27 

 
We propose the existence of another question order effect which we label the deliberation 

effect. 
 
‘Deliberation from Within’ 
 
As Robert Dahl stated: “In order to express his or her preferences accurately, each citizen 

ought to have adequate and equal opportunities for discovering and validating, in time permitted 
by the need for a decision, what his or her preferences are on the matter to be decided”.28 A 
number of settings can supply these opportunities. For instance, Fishkin proposes the deliberative 
poll which brings a representative sample of citizens together at a site, gives them briefing 
material prepared by experts and stakeholders about various aspects of an issue, and encourages 
them to interact and discuss the issue at length.29  

 
Can public opinion surveys also provide some of these opportunities by influencing the 

scope and range of relevant considerations that respondents take into account when formulating 
an attitude? We believe they can. 

 
Briefly, the deliberation question order effect refers to a situation where the survey 

experience improves: 1) the capacity to respond to a certain question; and, 2) the quality of 
responses to that question. The idea is that the ability of respondents to reveal their views toward 
an issue should increase as the pros and cons (i.e., the various considerations) are presented in the 
questionnaire. If the survey questionnaire encourages respondents to think about a broad and 
diverse spectrum of considerations, then questions asked late during the interview ought to elicit 
different answers from those that would have emerged had the questions been presented earlier in 
the survey. Expanding the set of accessible considerations and the opportunities to review them 
should improve attitude reports. 

 
Theoretically, the deliberation effect is compatible with various bodies of literature. 

Indications are that people possess considerations about political issues and that they answer 
survey questions by sampling those considerations that are currently most salient.30 At any one 
time, the considerations at the top of the head might be numerous or few, and representative or 
not of the individual’s belief system. Attitude change can occur if the quantity, balance and range 
of accessible considerations are altered. Such a process can explain the susceptibility of 
individuals to informative and persuasive messages.31  

 
But less invasive procedures and events can also induce attitude change. First, McGuire 

uncovered the Socratic effect.32 Simply asking questions about a subset of beliefs the person 
agrees with can modify a person’s attitudes “by manipulating the salience of information already 
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in her or his cognitive repertoire, without presenting new information from an outside source”.33 
Research on self-generated attitude change has also demonstrated that directing people to think 
about the task or issue prior to evaluation can polarize or moderate attitudes.34 Wilson and 
colleagues similarly show that instructing subjects to state the reasons why they hold certain 
attitudes before expressing them leads respondents to change their minds and report different 
attitudes.35 Thus, additional thought can bring individuals to change their views. 

 
There are also grounds for expecting that such attitude change can result in an 

improvement of response quality. Zaller & Feldman’s model of survey response  suggests that 
increasing the number and range of considerations that are sampled should expand the reliability 
of answers provided in relation to people’s population of considerations.36 Feldman and Zaller 
both provide independent evidence in support of this argument.37 An increase in reliability should 
also be expected to the extent that greater thought leads to reliance on central routes of decision-
making, such as focusing on the quality of arguments and complex reasoning chains, rather than 
on peripheral routes, such as affective heuristic shortcuts.38  

 
Some empirical findings, however, have run contrary to expectations.39 In Zaller & 

Feldman’s experiments, for example, inducing respondents to stop, think, and vocalize their 
motivations and rationalizations before answering a survey question tended to draw people away 
from their ‘proper’ attitudes, as demonstrated by a weakening of the correlations with ideology 
and specific attitudes, particularly among the less informed. These results might be attributable to 
the fact that such procedures shift attention from affective to cognitive considerations,40 thereby 
reducing the consistency of considerations among less sophisticated individuals;41 “A more 
carefully crafted manipulation might yet produce the reliability gain”.42 

 
The contention here is that a public opinion survey can promote attitude development, 

attitude change, and the expression of more reliable attitudes by subtly fostering introspective 
reflection. We argue that simply going through an extensive and balanced series of survey 
questions without having to justify one’s perspective activates a wider and more systematic set of 
considerations and allows people to review those considerations more diligently. Thus intra-
individual deliberation can be encouraged quite unobtrusively. 

 
The first dimension of the deliberation effect concerns the impact of question order on the 

capacity to express an attitude. The idea is that survey questions can increase respondents’ ability 
to voice an opinion about a particular topic by eliciting considerations potentially worth thinking 
about. More specifically, after having gone through a questionnaire that takes stock of the 
inventory of their beliefs and views relevant to an issue, respondents are better equipped to 
provide a summary judgement toward the end of the survey. 

 
The first dimension of the deliberation effect should not be mistaken with the rapport 

effect. The rapport effect concerns people who already have an opinion about an issue and 
become more comfortable to reveal it at the end of an interview. In the deliberation effect, on the 
other hand, people who are initially undecided about an issue figure out their opinion after (or 
while) being asked various questions relating to that issue. Disentangling the two effects, 
unfortunately, might be a challenge. For instance, an increase in opinionation, as manifested by a 
drop in non-response, would be compatible with both effects. 
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The second dimension of the deliberation effect deals with the impact of question order 
on the quality of attitudes expressed. We suggest that a survey can improve the quality of 
responses when it exposes respondents to a long and even-handed set of questions which echo 
pertinent considerations about a particular issue. Activating a broad and diverse spectrum of 
potential considerations allows people to reflect more profoundly about the issue and encourages 
them to answer in a way that is more consistent with their underlying interests, values, and 
predispositions. Responses expressed in that context should exhibit greater stability over time and 
be more reliable predictors of behaviour.  

 
With the deliberation effect, as in the case of the assimilation and contrast question order 

effects, the context of the survey response influences answers by altering the set of considerations 
available in conscious memory. Deliberation, however, is induced by a comprehensive and 
balanced exploration of the pros and cons related to the issue. Answers regarding a particular 
issue are shaped by the exposure to numerous related items asked prior to the summary 
judgement (regardless of their proximity), rather than by the close proximity of one or two items. 
Moreover, responses are not influenced in a certain direction by activating a biased set of 
considerations.  

 
Note that the deliberation question order effect occurs under less strict conditions than 

those of deliberative polls.43 Fishkin and colleagues suggest that outside information must be 
provided to citizens, by experts and stakeholders, in order for attitude change to occur. By 
contrast, we propose that attitude change takes place by activating information “from within”, by 
letting respondents come to terms with their own views and beliefs about the issue.44 In addition, 
the deliberative poll seeks to measure a collective preference that reflects the discussion and 
compromise that takes place between participants, while our deliberation effect is only concerned 
with individual preferences and their internal consistency. 

 
What are the empirical manifestations of such a deliberation question order effect? There 

are several possibilities. First, the deliberation effect implies that people are responding 
differently at the end of the interview than they would have responded had they not benefited 
from the opportunity to reflect on their beliefs and views. Consequently, individual attitude 
change should be taking place during the course of the interview. Three types of attitude change 
are possible: movement from indecision to a preference, movement from one preference to 
another preference, and movement from a preference to indecision. On one hand, some 
undecided individuals early during the survey could use the interview to make up their mind; 
they may end up with a preference by the end of the questionnaire. On the other hand, certain 
persons could change their mind as a result of deliberation; they might switch from one 
preference early in the survey toward a different preference later on. Finally, some respondents 
could revise their initial judgement and come to recognize that they are in fact wavering; they 
might shift from an early preference to late doubtfulness. 

 
Second, individual attitude change should also translate into changes in the aggregate 

distribution of responses. Most importantly, questionnaires that foster deliberation could reduce 
the proportion of item non-response (i.e., ‘don’t knows’). Because some people may move from 
indecision to a preference, the percentage of undecided answers might be smaller for questions 
asked toward the end of the survey. But this reduction in non-response does not necessarily affect 
the relative strength of substantive preferences. If the attitudes which are ‘discovered’ during the 
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interview follow the original distribution of respondents who did not require deliberation to 
formulate one, then no difference in substantive preferences should emerge. Also, shifts from one 
preference to another during the interview do not necessarily modify the distribution of 
substantive preferences, because movements can cancel each other out. 

 
Finally, survey-induced deliberation ought to produce responses of higher quality. 

Attitude reports based on a systematic and representative sample of considerations are likely to 
be more grounded in people’s underlying interests, values, and predispositions than those based 
on a few momentarily accessible ideas. Consequently, attitudes that benefit from a context that 
promotes deliberation should be more stable over time and better predict behaviour associated 
with that attitude. The empirical implication is that the strength of the correlation between 
preferences and behaviours should be greater for answers captured at the end of the questionnaire 
than for those revealed at the beginning. 

 
The Data 
 
There is no established procedure when it comes to the positioning of the vote intention 

question. Some researchers place this question at the start of the interview, others ask it at the 
end, while some place it somewhere in the middle. For instance, the latest American National 
Election Study inquired about vote intentions quite late, about two-thirds of the way through the 
campaign questionnaire. By contrast, the most recent British and Canadian Election Studies 
asked this question very early. Although we know that question order can, in certain 
circumstances, have a considerable influence on responses,45 it is uncertain whether vote 
intentions are affected by the location of the question. Two unique datasets present an 
opportunity to investigate this issue systematically. 

 
In the campaign survey of the 1988 Canadian Election Study, the question probing vote 

intentions was part of a split-sample question order experiment (see the top portion of Table 1).46 
A random half of respondents were asked about their voting preferences at the beginning of the 
questionnaire, just after a series of questions about political interest and media attention. The 
other half was asked near the end of the questionnaire, after nearly a half-hour of items related to 
vote choice, just prior to socio-demographic background questions. To our knowledge, this is the 
only election study to ever implement such an experiment. 

 
In the 2006 Canadian Election Study campaign questionnaire, vote intentions were asked 

twice.47 Every respondent was asked to express his/her vote choice both at the beginning of the 
interview and at the end (see the bottom portion of Table 1). The first appearance of the vote 
intention question came right at the start of the survey, after a few questions about campaign 
interest and attention. The same question reappeared as the final item, following a series of socio-
demographic questions. Between the two questions are approximately twenty-five minutes of 
queries about various considerations that could be relevant to vote choice. 

 
In order for respondents asked about their vote intentions toward the end of the survey to 

benefit from a deliberative environment, the questionnaire needs to have previously investigated 
a large and balanced array of items relevant to vote choice. This requirement is satisfied, in our 
view, by both the 1988 and 2006 CES campaign surveys. As the structure of both questionnaires 
illustrates (Table 1), late-vote-intention respondents had the opportunity, before expressing their 
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voting preferences, to think about a variety of political issues, targets (parties, leaders, and 
candidates), and dimensions (affective and cognitive, retrospective and prospective). 
Furthermore, the questions are even-handed; they favour neither the incumbent nor the opposition 
parties. This is precisely the type of context which might lead to a deliberation effect. 

 
To ascertain whether vote intentions are sensitive to survey-induced deliberation, several 

empirical analyses are conducted.48 First, the marginal frequencies of vote intentions captured at 
the beginning and the end of the survey are compared to determine whether the location of the 
question influences the aggregate distribution of non-responses and party preferences. Second, 
the extent and the nature of individual changes in vote intentions within the questionnaire are 
examined. Then, we explore which types of people are most likely to change their mind during 
the course of the interview. Finally, we compare the correlations between vote intentions in the 
campaign survey and reported voting behaviour in the post-election survey to evaluate the 
reliability of voting preferences expressed early and late in the questionnaire. 

 
The Findings 
 
Does the location of the vote intention question change the distribution of answers? 
 
The first two columns of Table 2 present the distribution of vote intentions for both 

locations in the two surveys. The size and the significance of the differences, as revealed by t-
tests, are reported in the third column.49 The most important discrepancy between vote intentions 
offered early and late deals with non-response (i.e. ‘don’t knows’).50 Respondents were generally 
more inclined to indicate a party preference when the vote intention question was asked at the 
end of the survey than at the beginning. In 1988, respondents facing the late positioning of the 
question expressed slightly fewer undecided responses (a difference of 2.8 percentage points) 
than the ones facing an earlier positioning. This difference is statistically significant at the .05 
level (two-tailed). In 2006, the proportion of undecided voters is also slightly smaller at the end 
of the questionnaire (9.9 percent) than at the start (13.4 percent). This three-and-a-half-point gap 
is also statistically significant (at .01). In both datasets, close to a quarter of the initially 
undecided indicated a vote choice later on.  

 
This decline in non-response is compatible with a deliberation effect, but it is also 

congruous with a rapport effect. We simply cannot determine whether the interview actually 
helped people figure out which party they prefer, or whether they were simply more willing to 
reveal a pre-existing preference. 

 
Given the fewer ‘undecided’ respondents at the end of the survey, one consequential 

question to ask is whether one or more parties benefited from the decline in non-response. In both 
cases, the results reveal that a late positioning of the vote intention question did not affect 
substantially the overall distribution of party preferences. Table 2 indicates that each party made 
gains that were somewhat proportional to their respective initial strength.51 None of the 
differences in parties’ strength between the two question locations is statistically significant. 
More importantly, the positioning of the vote choice question did not modify the ranking of the 
parties. This evidence is consistent with other research showing that a late positioning increases 
opinionation without influencing the overall distribution of preferences.52 
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In sum, asking about vote intentions late in a survey tends to reduce non-response without 
affecting the relative ordering of the election contenders.  

 
How much and what type of attitude change occurs within the survey? 
 
Aggregate results can mask individual-level behaviours. To fully measure the extent of 

attitude change during the interview, Table 3 presents the cross-tabulation of vote choice between 
the two questionnaire locations in the 2006 data. Of course, most cases are found on the diagonal; 
close to nine out of ten individuals gave the same answer at the beginning and at the end (88.9 
percent). But a substantial 11.1 percent of respondents provided different responses to the same 
question within the span of less than a half hour. The scale of this change is much larger than that 
suggested earlier by the shift in aggregate distributions.  

 
Most of the individual movements between the two question locations come from people 

who were initially ‘undecided’. More specifically, four out of ten early non-responses were 
converted into party preferences by the survey’s end. This group represents 5.6 percent of all 
respondents. Note that most of the parties’ gains in the second location originate from people 
who had previously said ‘don’t know’. Again, the gains are proportional to the parties’ 
popularity. 

 
There was also a little movement in the opposite direction. Some individuals who initially 

said they intended to vote for a party at the start of the questionnaire ultimately became 
‘undecided’. Those respondents constitute 2 percent of the entire sample. None of the parties was 
particularly disadvantaged by these movements.  

 
The last group of opinion changers, 3.4 percent of all respondents, is composed of 

individuals who switched from one party’s camp to another. All the principal contenders do 
nibble some votes away from each other, but this party switching is rather modest and 
fundamentally off-setting in net terms. 

 
The central point is that when opinion change occurs within the context of a single 

interview, it is essentially movements away from ‘indecision’. We refer to apparent indecision, 
because we cannot, strictly speaking, rule out a rapport effect (among people previously declining 
politely to reveal a pre-existing preference). Party conversions and movements toward 
‘indecision’ also take place, but they tend to be less important. The next step is to identify which 
individuals were most likely to modify their vote choice within the course of a survey. 

 
Who changed their mind during the interview? 
 
There is considerable evidence of interpersonal heterogeneity in political behavior.53 

Research on survey context effects, for example, has considered whether some individuals are 
more affected by manipulations of question order. Education, expertise, knowledge, ambivalence, 
opinion intensity and attitude centrality have all been proposed as mediators of context effects. 
The supporting evidence, however, is mixed: varying from strong to nil.54 It remains to be 
ascertained whether certain kinds of people are more influenced by the location of the vote 
intention question than others. 
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Table 4 presents logistic regression estimates for three different dependent variables: 1) 
movement from one party preference to another, 2) movement from one party preference toward 
‘indecision’, and 3) movement from ‘indecision’ to a party preference. All three dependent 
variables are dichotomous. We consider three explanatory variables. First, political knowledge is 
a frequent determinant of attitude change.55 Following usual practice, this concept is measured by 
a battery of general factual knowledge questions about politics.56 We expect knowledgeable 
people to be less sensitive to survey deliberation because they already possess a large number of 
accessible considerations and the survey, therefore, is not likely to tip the balance.57 Second, we 
include strength of party identification. On the one hand, people with a strong party attachment 
should not be easily swayed to abandon it. On the other hand, individuals who were initially 
‘undecided’ may end up supporting the party toward which they are already predisposed. Lastly, 
there is ambivalence, a known source of attitude instability.58 Respondents are identified as 
ambivalent if they said they had mixed feelings toward the party they intended to support.59 The 
expectation is that ambivalent individuals should be more likely than non-ambivalent people to 
jump ship. The details about the variables’ operationalization appear in the Appendix. 

 
The analysis in the first two columns is limited to individuals who expressed a party 

preference at the start of the questionnaire. The dependent variable of column 1 distinguishes 
those who kept their initial party preference from those who joined the ranks of another party by 
the end of the interview. As Table 4 indicates, political knowledge, strength of party 
identification, and ambivalence all have statistically significant effects, and all three impacts are 
in the expected direction. Because of the difficulty in interpreting logistic coefficients, we 
conducted simulations to gauge the magnitude of the effects. We calculated the change in 
probability of moving from one party to another by manipulating the values of each independent 
variable from its lowest to its highest value, holding the other variables at their means.60 
Knowledge decreases the probability of opinion change between parties, a rare occurrence, by 
two percentage points. The effect for strength of party identification is also negative: the 
likelihood of party switching is four points smaller for those who identify strongly with a party. 
Ambivalent respondents were, for their part, more likely to change their party preference as 
compared to non-ambivalent ones by three points. 

  
In the case of people who moved from support for a party to ‘indecision’ (column 2), the 

effects are all in the anticipated direction, and they all reach statistical significance. The most 
knowledgeable are slightly less likely to become ‘undecided’ by the end of the interview (a 
difference of one percentage point). The ambivalent are a little more prone to change in that 
direction (by one point). The impact of party identification is larger: strong party identifiers are 
six points less likely to move toward non-response.61 

 
In the last specification (column 3), the analysis is restricted to respondents who did not 

indicate a vote choice when first asked. We compare those who maintained their non-response 
with those who revealed a party preference when asked the second time. This model is dominated 
by a single variable: strength of party identification. Citizens are clearly more inclined to change 
from non-response to party support if they possess a long-term attachment to a political party. 
Having a strong party identification increases the probability of preferring a party toward the end 
of the questionnaire when initially ‘undecided’ by 46 percentage points (from .32 to .78). 

 
Party identification clearly plays a role in accounting for the largest type of opinion 
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change: movement from ‘indecision’ to a party preference. Indeed, among those who left non-
response and hold a party attachment, seven out of ten ultimately opted to vote for the party with 
which they identify. This result can be interpreted from the standpoint of both deliberation and 
rapport. On the one hand, deliberation would suggest that the interview may have confirmed and 
crystallized respondents’ traditional predispositions. On the other hand, rapport would offer that 
people simply warmed up to the interview, then revealed they party identification, and were 
willing to admit at the end that they would vote for the party they identify with. The evidence 
cannot settle this argument. Nonetheless, voting according to party identification is not the only 
pattern. There remains 45 percent who moved from ‘indecision’ to a preference and are not party 
identifiers. Still, we cannot confirm empirically that these people are actually making up their 
mind during the span of the questionnaire. 

 
Together, the factors above point to reasonable explanations about who is most likely to 

change his/her responses during the course of an interview. The results indicate that people are 
more likely to leave a party while answering a questionnaire if they have doubts about that party 
or weak ties to it, and if they are not very knowledgeable politically. ‘Undecided’ people are 
more likely to indicate a party preference at the end of the survey if they are already predisposed 
toward that party. This does not necessarily mean people are expressing higher quality responses. 
That possibility is examined next. 

 
Are late-surveyed vote intentions more reliable?  
 
If the survey serves a deliberative function by expanding the set of considerations that are 

taken into account, then individuals who change their mind and those who make up their mind 
should be ending up with opinions that reflect more accurately their underlying values, interests, 
and predispositions. A preference that is more consistent with underlying predispositions should 
be more reliable and should thus better predict actual behaviour. To ascertain whether attitudes 
expressed toward the end of a questionnaire are more reliable, Table 5 presents, for both question 
locations, the percentage of respondents who reported the same vote preference in the campaign 
and post-election survey waves.  

 
In 1988 and 2006, among the entire sample, vote intentions collected at the end of the 

questionnaire are slightly more strongly correlated to the reported vote than those collected at the 
beginning. For both cases, the proportion of individuals with identical preferences before and 
after the election is slightly higher among late-vote-intention respondents. These differences, 
however, are tiny and do not reach statistical significance.  

 
Since people who did not change their vote choice during the interview could not have 

improved the quality of their preferences, it makes sense to limit the analysis to the opinion 
changers of Table 4. Among those respondents who changed their mind during the questionnaire, 
the increase in reliability between the two questions is substantial. More precisely, the share of 
vote intentions congruent with reported post-election votes is much higher for intentions reported 
at the end of the questionnaire (50.1 percent) than those reported at the beginning (35.9 
percent).62 This fourteen-point gap is statistically significant.  

 
Overall, the evidence indicates that vote intentions expressed at the end of the 

questionnaire are more reliable. The difference is very modest among the entire sample, but it is 
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sizable among individuals who changed their vote choice during the interview. Within the group 
of opinion changers, the reliability of preferences provided early in the survey is significantly 
lower than the reliability of preferences offered near the end of the survey. 

 
Conclusion 
 
This study examined the empirical validity of the claim that public opinion surveys can 

serve a deliberative function. The idea is that simply answering questions in a long and even-
handed questionnaire on a particular topic can enhance citizens’ capacity to articulate overall 
judgements and can improve the quality of the judgements provided. Specifically, summary 
attitudes revealed near the end of the survey ought to exhibit less non-response and should be 
more inline with individuals’ underlying predispositions than attitudes expressed at the beginning 
of the questionnaire. We label this the deliberation question order effect. 

 
We analyzed data from two national election campaign surveys where respondents were 

asked to express their vote intention either at the beginning of the interview, at the end of the 
interview, or both. The evidence is that vote intentions measured toward the end of the 
questionnaire showed lower non-response. The reduction in non-response is the result of attitude 
change occurring over the course of the interview. A ninth of the sample changed their mind 
during the survey. Most of the opinion changers move from ‘indecision’ to a party preference. 
This movement is not solely made up of individuals that ultimately support a party to which they 
are attached; an almost equivalent portion of this group is composed of individuals with no party 
identification. The rest of the opinion changers were induced to reconsider their initial party 
choice and either to switch parties or to become ‘undecided’. Most importantly, this attitude 
change led people to adopt vote intentions that predicted their election day behavior more 
accurately. Vote intentions collected late among those who changed their mind during the survey 
resemble to a greater extent the reported post-election vote.  

 
We do not claim that this account provides precise estimates of the amount of attitude 

change that occurs within the span of an interview. Indeed, some of the observed change may 
actually be attributable to measurement error (miscomprehension, erroneous data entry, etc.). 
Then again, our findings could actually underestimate the true attitude change. Due to concerns 
about apparent consistency while talking to an interviewer, many respondents may have resisted 
revising their initial preference. 

 
Regardless, the results are consistent with the notion of survey-induced deliberation. By 

going through each person’s inventory of considerations potentially relevant for vote choice, a 
survey may help citizens to make up their mind or to figure out that they should be supporting 
another party. We cannot rule out that some of the attitude change may simply be a rapport effect. 
More precisely, movement from ‘indecision’ to a party preference could be due to respondents’ 
greater willingness to reveal existing vote intentions after having built some trust in the 
interviewer. Indeed, future work should focus on disentangling the relative role of rapport and 
deliberation. We can say with confidence, however, that deliberation is part of the story. And 
here the evidence among those who expressed different vote intentions early and late in the 
survey is quite telling. The fact that the latter better predict the actual vote cannot be accounted 
by a rapport effect. The interpretation that the interview helped people to better reflect on their 
views seems eminently plausible.  
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It is also worth noting that responses to the vote intention question asked late in the 

questionnaire do not appear to have been ‘contaminated’ by the preceding questions, as the 
distribution of party preferences was unaffected by the location of the question. As we 
hypothesized, the length and the content of the questionnaire are likely responsible for the lack of 
contamination. Having gone through a systematic and even-handed survey, individuals were not 
swayed by proximate items. Our conclusions, however, should not apply to short and oriented 
questionnaires, where there is a greater risk for vote intentions measured at the end of the survey 
of being influenced by preceding questions. 

 
Lessons for survey design can be drawn from this study. While we can confidently 

conclude that the positioning of the vote intention question does have a noteworthy impact on 
responses, we cannot unequivocally recommend one of the two locations. There are advantages 
and inconveniences associated with each position. The choice of a location for vote intentions 
within a questionnaire is contingent upon the researchers’ objectives. If the goal is to measure 
individuals’ deliberate views, to minimize non-response, or to predict voting day behaviour, then 
our findings suggest that one should introduce the vote intention question near the end of the 
survey. Note, however, that while vote intentions collected late in the questionnaire resemble 
more closely the actual vote, the improvement comes from a survey stimulus that may not 
necessarily always mimic the debate brought about by the campaign. On the other hand, if the 
goal is to catch a snapshot of vote intentions that are representative of the circumstances at the 
time of the survey, then an early location is preferable. While not equally well thought-out and 
reliable answers, vote intentions captured at the start of the questionnaire constitute the more 
spontaneous opinions which respondents are willing to express. Researchers, therefore, should be 
aware of the consequences of choosing one location over the other, and should adopt the strategy 
that best suits their research objectives. 

 
More generally, this study has shown that the location of a question in a survey can affect 

the quality of the answers provided to it by respondents. Surveys can induce more thoughtful 
reflection and activate a wider range of relevant considerations in respondents’ minds. With this 
more systematic set of considerations, respondents are more likely to express opinions that are 
more consistent with their own values, interests, and predispositions.  

 
This study relies on the vote intention question to examine the deliberation question order 

effect. But there is no reason to believe that this effect does not extend to other kinds of 
questions. Any summary judgement can potentially benefit from the activation of all pertinent 
information in accessible memory. Policy preference questions, for example, may also experience 
a deliberation effect if preceded by policy-related questions exploring the issue’s various pros and 
cons.  

 
Also, absent comparable experiments, it is not possible to provide evidence that speaks to 

the generalizability of these findings beyond the Canadian case. Arguably, the contextual, 
cultural and institutional differences between western democracies are sufficiently small to 
suggest the applicability of our conclusions to other countries. Clearly, further research is 
necessary to confirm such speculation. 

 
Finally, the fact that the ordering of questions in a survey influences the quality of 
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respondents’ answers sheds some light on the competence of citizens. It has been established, 
repeatedly, that most citizens are not politically sophisticated. They have little interest in politics, 
pay little attention to it, and possess dismal levels of political knowledge.63 Nor is it clear that 
affective and cognitive shortcuts allow ill-informed people to mimic the attitudes and behaviours 
of the more informed64. Nevertheless, under certain circumstances, citizens can overcome, at 
least partly, some of their limitations. When they are exposed to intense information flows, for 
instance during campaigns, they can learn substantially.65 When they are brought in to deal with a 
difficult and contentious issue within a deliberative poll, they can acquire knowledge, discuss the 
issue extensively, and reach sensible policy-making decisions.66 This study has showed that a 
public opinion survey, a much less invasive and costly operation, can also stimulate reflection 
and lead to more reliable political choices. What some citizens need, it seems, is an opportunity 
to reflect and to ponder their political views. When given such an opportunity, some citizens take 
advantage of it. 
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Appendix: Construction of Variables in Table 4 (2006 CES) 
 
Change from one party to another (0/1): 
[ces06_cps_b5, ces06_cps_b5, ces06_cps_s21, ces06_cps_s22] 
0 if respondent supported a political party at the early vote intention question and supported the 
same party at the late vote intention question; 
1 if respondent supported a political party at the early vote intention question and supported a 
different party at the late vote intention question. 
 
Change from one party to indecision (0/1): 
[ces06_cps_b5, ces06_cps_b5, ces06_cps_s21, ces06_cps_s22] 
0 if respondent supported a political party at the early vote intention question and supported any 
party at the late vote intention question; 
1 if respondent supported a political party at the early vote intention question and did not support 
a party at the late vote intention question. 
 
Change from indecision to one party (0/1): 
[ces06_cps_b5, ces06_cps_b5, ces06_cps_s21, ces06_cps_s22] 
0 if respondent did not support a political party at the early vote intention question and did not 
support a party at the late vote intention question; 
1 if respondent did not support a political party at the early vote intention question and supported 
any party at the late vote intention question. 
 
Political knowledge (0-1): 
[ces06_cps_know_1, ces06_cps_know_3, ces06_cps_know_5, ces06_cps_know_6a, 
ces06_cps_know_6b] 
0 if respondent answered all questions incorrectly; 
1 if respondent answered all questions correctly. 
 
Strength of party identification (0-1): 
[ces06_cps_q2] 
0 if respondent does not identify with a political party; 
.33 if respondent identifies not very strongly with a party; 
.67 if respondent identifies fairly strongly with a party; 
1 if respondent identifies very strongly with a party. 
 
Ambivalence (0/1): 
[ces06_cps_b8] 
0 if the views about the party the respondent intends to support at the early vote intention 
question are mostly or all positive; 
1 if the views about the party the respondent intends to support at the early vote intention 
question are mixed. 
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Table 1: Structure of 1988 and 2006 Canadian Election Study Campaign Surveys 
             
 
1988 
- Political interest and media attention 
* Vote intentions, location #1 (split sample group #1) 
- Personal economic conditions 
- Leader, party, and candidate evaluations 
- Provincial economic conditions 
- Strategic considerations 
- National economic conditions 
- Self and party placements 
- Federal party identification 
- Government performance 
- Campaign activities 
- Public policy issues 
- Campaign activities 
* Vote intentions, location #2 (split sample group #2) 
- Socio-demographic background 
 
2006 
- Political interest and media attention 
* Vote intentions, location #1 (all respondents) 
- Campaign contact 
- Leader knowledge 
- Issue importance 
- Personal economic conditions 
- Values and issues 1 
- Leader and party evaluations 
- Political ethics 
- National economic conditions 
- Leader traits 
- Party promises 
- Parties’ chances of winning 
- Values and issues 2 
- Political financing 
- Party identification 
- Leader debate perceptions 
- General political knowledge 
- Socio-demographic background 
* Vote intentions, location #2 (all respondents) 
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Table 2: Aggregate Distribution of Vote Intentions for each Question Location (%) 
 
    
 Question asked 

at the start 
Question asked  

at the end 
 

Difference 
    
    
1988    
Conservative 37.8 38.7 +0.9 
Liberal 27.5 28.6 +1.1 
New Democrat 18.9 19.3 +0.4 
Other 3.6 4.1 +0.5 
Don’t know 12.2 9.4 -2.8 ** 
N 1524 1622  
    
2006    
Liberal 29.3 31.2 +1.9 
Conservative 29.0 30.3 +1.3 
New Democrat 14.5 15.1 +0.6 
Bloc Québécois 9.1 9.4 +0.3 
Green 3.7 3.2 -0.5 
Other 1.0 0.8 -0.2 
Don’t know 13.4 9.9 -3.5 ** 
N 3436 3436  
    
Statistical significance: * < .10; ** < .05 
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 Table 3: Cross-tabulation of Answers to the Two 2006 Question Locations (% of entire sample) 
 

         
Question 
asked at  
the end 

Question asked at the beginning 
      Don’t 

know 
Row 
total Liberal Conserv. NDP Bloc Green Other 

         
         
Liberal  27.9 0.3 0.7 0.1 0.2 0.1 2.0 31.2 
Conservative 0.3 28.0 0.2 0.2 0.1 0 1.5 30.3 
NDP 0.2 0.1 13.3 0.1 0.1 0.2 1.1 15.2 
Bloc 0 0.1 0 8.7 0 0 0.5 9.4 
Green 0 0 0 0 2.9 0.1 0.2 3.2 
Other 0.1 0 0.1 0 0 0.3 0.3 0.8 
Don’t know 0.8 0.5 0.3 0.1 0.3 0.2 7.8 9.9 
         
Column total 29.3 29.0 14.5 9.1 3.7 1.0 13.4 100 
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Table 4: Determinants of Attitude Change 
 
    
 Change from one 

party to another 
Change from one 

party to ‘indecision’ 
Change from 

‘indecision’ to a party
    
    
Political knowledge -.57* 

(.30) 
-.72* 
(.38) 

.45 
(.30) 

Strength of party ident. -1.05** 
(.28) 

-2.90** 
(.41) 

2.03** 
(.33) 

Ambivalence .71** 
(.20) 

.59** 
(.26) 

- 
 

Constant -2.70 
(.27) 

-2.52 
(.31) 

-0.99 
(.19) 

    
N 2876 2948 453 
Log-Likelihood -463.2 -295.1 -286.8 
Pseudo R-squared .04 .13 .07 
    
Note: Entries are logit coefficient estimates with standard errors in parentheses. 
Statistical significance: * < .10; ** < .05 
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Table 5: Percentage of Respondents with the Same Campaign and Post-Election Vote Choice (%) 
 
  

Question asked 
at the start 

 
Question asked 

at the end 

 
Difference

    
    
1988    
    
All respondents 78,7 80,3 +1,6 
N 986 1080  
    
2006    
    
All respondents 83,7 84,0 +0,3 
N 2198 2198  
    
Those who changed their mind 35,9 50,1 +14,2** 
N 128 191  
    
Statistical significance: * < .10; ** < .05 
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