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Using Surveys to Measure Public Opinion

• In survey-based research, open-ended responses are great!
• Rich
• Nuanced
• Illuminating

• Coding open-ended responses, however….
• Time intensive
• Requires development of comprehensive codebooks
• Even the best codebooks can be problematic



Using Surveys to Measure Public Opinion

• Analyzing large N surveys with open-ended answers requires coding 
responses into summary categories
• When trying to understand public opinion, this can introduce bias

• “…by assuming that all respondents who mentioned a certain phrase meant the same thing and 
should be coded the same way, we run the risk of misrepresenting the true opinions of some (non-
random) portion of our samples” (Glazier, Boydstun & Feezell, p. 1)



“Semantic Validity”

“…the extent to which the 
results of coding 
correspond to how 
ordinary readers, or better 
still the respondents 
themselves would 
categorize what they say.”

(Krippendorff, 2008)

CODE



Self-Coding as a Solution

• Ask respondents a question
• Solicit an open-ended answer
• Code responses according to a pre-

defined codebook

Standard operating 
procedure



Self-Coding as a Solution

• Ask respondents a question
• Solicit an open-ended answer
• Ask respondents to code their own 

answers 
• Without consulting respondents’ 

codes, code the the same responses 
according to the pre-defined 
codebook

• Compare the two, assess validity, 
revise codebook if necessary

Self-coding 
procedure



A Self-Coding Demonstration

Episodic Frame Thematic Frame

Individual is responsible Government/society is responsible



Standard Operating Procedure

• Treatment: episodic vs. thematic frame
• Open-ended question: “In your opinion, what are the most important 

causes of poverty?”
• Use codebook (Iyengar 1994) to code open-ended answers into 93 

categories and then aggregate into three broader categories for 
analysis:

1) Individual
2) Government / Society
3) Other 



Standard Operating Procedure

• “In your opinion, what are the most important causes of poverty?”

Code Description Aggregate Category
Laziness Individual
Sense of Dependence, Lack of Self Worth of Esteem Individual
Drugs-Alcohol Individual
Education Individual
Family Upbringing- Socialization= Lack of Proper Family Values Individual
... …
Unemployment Government/Society
Better Profits with Fewer Workers Government/Society
Change from Manufacturing to Service Economy Government/Society
Economic Inequalities/Lack of Equal Opportunity Government/Society
Cost of Living Government/Society
… …
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• “In your opinion, what are the most important causes of poverty?”

Code Description Aggregate Category
Laziness Individual
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A Demonstration of the Self-Coding Method

• October 2018: N = 1,746 U.S. participants recruited via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk
• Read a short news story on poverty that was framed either episodically or 

thematically
• Asked: “In your opinion, what are the most important causes of poverty?”
• Answered: open-ended, up to 10 causes
• Respondents then coded each of their own piped-in responses
• Researchers coded a blind sample 
• Compare the two “coders” (respondent + researcher) to test for differences



A Demonstration of the Self-Coding Method

“When you say that one of the most important causes of poverty is “[response 
from text box],” do you think that cause is mostly because of individual people and 
the choices they make or is it mostly because of how government and society are 
these days?”

oMostly about individual people
oMostly about society and government  
oMostly about something else: [text box] 



An Example:

“Lack of education”

348 of the responses included the phrase “lack of education”
• Respondents tended to self-code “lack of education in individual” as Individual
• And coded “lack of education programs (college)” as Government/Society
• But the vast majority were simply “lack of education” and these self-codes varied 

It is impossible for us to know the intent behind the open-ended 
response. But the respondent can tell us… if we just ask them.



Research Questions

• RQ1: How similar are respondents’ self-coding of their open-ended responses to 
our coding of their responses using the pre-established codebook? 
• RQ2: Do any variances in respondents’ self-coding decisions correlate with 

respondents’ demographic characteristics? 



Findings

What happens when people code themselves?
• They come up with results that differ from when we code them. 
• We coded a random sample of 200 respondents (740 responses) based on 

Iyengar’s original codebook. 
• Agreement = 75.1%
• Krippendorff’s Alpha = 0.46 

• In other words, when we asked respondents to code themselves, they provided 
codes that differed substantially from what we assumed when following the 
codebook.



Drilling Down on 4 Codes

• We used keyword searches to identify all responses about each of 
four categories:
• Cost of Living (n=222): inflat, price, cost
• Unemployment (n=755): job, work, compet, employ
• Education (n=673): educat, knowledg, learn, school, studies, study, college
• Laziness (n=172): lazy, laziness, willing, motivat, initiative, work ethic, ambitio, 

hard work, willing, effort, trying, complacen, persever

• Manually read all resulting responses to eliminate false positives
• Compared respondent codes with researcher (codebook) codes
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Yet substantive findings hold

• Our analyses confirmed the framing effects already documented in the 
literature: using the self-coded data, respondents who received the 
thematic news frames were more likely to provide open-ended responses 
on the causes of poverty that attributed responsibility to government and 
society (p = 0.004).
• Yet the fact that we replicated the substantive findings of Iyengar’s earlier 

research does not change our documented evidence that, for two major 
codes utilized, we are misrepresenting many respondents’ intended 
answers, and in a non-random way.



Recommendations to Researchers

• Use self-coding to pre-test codebooks and improve semantic validity 
• Iterate

• Use open-ended questions and self-coding as an attention-check 
instead of “trap” questions
• Use self-coding as a cost-effective way to code large samples of open-

ended data 



Limitations

• Self-coding is not appropriate for situations where the researcher may 
know better for purposes of their research
• such as coding tone or content
• Trying to detect latent sentiment that bay be subconscious to the 

respondent
• Best for wanting to understand public opinion; aggregation of data 

into larger categories
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