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INntroduction

StellarEmploy is on track to become the pre-eminent, highest-quality recruiting tool for employers of the
60M frontline, hourly workers that make up the US workforce. Every month, thousands of people take
our 15-minute survey as a first step in securing a job where they stay, thrive and grow. The companies
that use StellarEmploy as part of their hiring process regularly see a 20% decline in early turnover, which

saves large employers millions of dollars in recruiting costs annually.

The StellarEmploy job survey learns about applicants’ preferences for a work environment, and maps
those preferences onto the unique characteristics of each job to determine which applicants are best
fits for which jobs. Since all types of employers use our survey to hire, we prioritize a survey that is user-

friendly for all types of job applicants.

The frontline, hourly workforce represents the diversity of this country: they are racially diverse; range
in age from teenagers through decades past retirement; speak a variety of languages at home; and

can have post-graduate degrees or may not have completed high school (we recommend Brookings
Institute’s recent report, ). It's important that all these different groups
understand the StellarEmploy job survey questions in the same way so that we can draw conclusions

about each applicant uniformly.

StellarEmploy worked with educational research firm, WestEd, to review the best ways to design
surveys to be reliable across all types of people. In this document, you will find descriptions of the ways
that different types of people might change their answers to questions in order to “please” the survey
provider; that one group of people might think a given quantity is “a lot” and another might think that

same quantity is “a little”; and the recommended design tricks to avoid these -- and other -- pitfalls.
As Al becomes more prevalent in HR, recruiters are right to be concerned about the risks of bias in

poorly-desighed recruiting automation. This document describes one of the many efforts recruiters can

make (and StellarEmploy makes) to avoid implementing biased HR technology.
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https://www.brookings.edu/research/meet-the-low-wage-workforce/
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Overview of Literature
Review Process

From September to October 2019, WestEd staff researched
and drafted a literature review for StellarEmploy. WestEd
collaborated with StellarEmploy to determine the focus
areas for the literature review, as well as to identify any
existing company resources or documents that could serve

as the basis for the literature review.

The WestEd process entailed first identifying search strings

based on the following focus areas:

« Development of equitable items for a Job Preferences

Survey

The following search strings were then identified:

- Universal design AND survey, universal
design AND questionnaire, universal design
AND survey research, universal design AND

The frontline, hourly workforce
represents the diversity of this country...
It’s important that all these different
assessment AND questionnaire, survey bias, groups understand the StellarEmploy
response bias, biases in questionnaires, Jjob survey questions in the same way
acquiescence bias, social desirability bias, so that we can draw conclusions about

each applicant uniformly.

questionnaire research, universal design

assessment AND survey, universal design

response bias in survey AND determinants,
acquiescence bias AND determinants, social
desirability bias AND determinants, culturally

sensitive survey, reporting heterogeneity
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A WestEd researcher spent approximately two
days searching these key words in academic
databases, such as EBSCO Host (includes APA
PsycARTICLES and ERIC), the SAGE Premier
Journal Collection, and Google Scholar. When
selecting references, the following factors were

taken into account:

- Data of publication: Priority was given to
references published in the past 10 years.

« Quality of publication: Priority was given to
peer-referenced articles.

« Quality of research: Priority was given to the
most rigorous study types, such as randomized
controlled trials, quasi-experimental designs,
correlational designs, descriptive analysis,
mixed methods, and literature reviews. Other
considerations included the target population
and sample, including their relevance to the

question, generalizability, and general quality.

All key search terms and references were
recorded to draw themes on the focus areas. The
literature review on the identified focus areas is

presented below.

Development of
Equitable Items for
a Job Preferences
survey
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Surveys that target diverse populations must take
into consideration cross-cultural implications.
Within the same country and same language,
survey respondents could have different answers
to the same question, not because respondents
had differing responses, but rather due to the way
the question was understood (Fowler & Cosenza,
2008). Even if the respondents understood and
interpreted the survey questions in the same
way, respondents from different sub-groups may
still answer the survey questions systematically
differently depending on their individual-level
factors, such as gender, socioeconomic status,
race, age, and education level. This could

create response bias, which ultimately affects

the reliability and validity of the survey data. For

instance:

Respondents from different sub-groups

may have different tendencies around their
agreeableness. This tendency to agree
irrespective of item content or direction is
referred in the literature as “acquiescence
bias.” Research shows that acquiescence
tends to be more frequent among people
with lower level of educational attainment
(e.g.,Narayan & Krosnick, 1996,Rammstedt et
al.,, 2010,Rammstedt & Kemper, 2011), older
age(e.g.,Meisenberg & Williams-Shillingford,
2008, Weijters et al., 2010), and women (e.g.,
Weijters et al., 2010).

« Respondents from different sub-groups may

also have different tendencies around how
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they report their attitudes and behaviors
depending on the social expectations

and norms. This tendency to respond in a
desirable way is referred in the literature as
“socially desirable responding.” This is often
observed in questions that ask about sensitive
topics where truthful responding poses an
internal or external threat to the respondents.
The magnitude of this threat can vary across
sub-groups. Research shows that populations
on the lower end of the socioeconomic
spectrum perceive more topics as being
sensitive because they have more to lose
(Johnson & van de Vijver, 2003). Studies also
show that even after controlling for education
and income, African Americans and Mexican
Americans reveal higher levels of socially
desirable responding than non-Hispanic
Whites (Warnecke et al, 1997).

Respondents of different sub-groups may

also systematically differ in their use of the
response categories. For instance, one
group’s standards for what constitutes “a

lot” may represent the same standards as
what another group may consider “a little.”
Alternatively, when one group happens to
have comparatively higher standards for what
constitutes “strongly agree,” they may report
systematically lower levels of agreement than
another group. This phenomenon is referred in
the literature as “reporting heterogeneity” (e.g.,
Bago d’Uva et al., 2011). Evidence of cross-
cultural difference in reporting health has been

found across gender (e.g., Grol-Prokopczyk,
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2014; Grol-Prokopczyk et al., 2011),
socioeconomic status (e.g., Grol-Prokopczyk,
2014; Dowd & Zajacova, 2007), race/ethnicity
(e.g., Grol-Prokopczyk, 2014, Menec et al,,
2007; Shetterly et al. 1996), education level
(Grol-Prokopczyk, 2014), and marital status
(Grol-Prokopczyk, 2014). Evidence of cross-
country difference in reporting job satisfaction
has also been found (Kristensen & Johansson,
2008).

Best Practices

A review of the literature uncovered the following

best practices that may be followed in order to

develop equitable survey items:

Anchoring vignettes have become an
increasingly popular technique among

survey researchers to adjust for reporting
heterogeneity (e.g., King et al. 2004; King and
Wand 2007). Anchoring vignettes are brief
texts describing a hypothetical character or
situation that exemplifies a certain level of
the trait of interest. Respondents are asked
to rate the vignette character’s level of the
trait using the same response categories that
they would use to rate themselves. A growing
body of literature points to how to optimize
vignette wording and implementation. One
study empirically demonstrated the importance
of avoiding the use of anchoring vignettes
that contain highly gendered connotations
(Grol-Prokopczyk, 2014). Another study found

that switching the question order so that
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self-assessments follow the vignettes primes
respondents to define the response scale in a
common way (Hopkins & King, 2010).

A scattered body of evidence suggests a

few methods for minimizing response bias.
Pew Research Center (n.d.) found that, in an
experiment conducted in 1999, changing the
format of the value- based questions from

an agree-disagree format to a forced choice
between two alternative statements not only
yielded a different overall result, but also
changed the pattern of answers among more-
educated vs. less-educated respondents.
There is a growing body of literature around
best practices for writing effective survey
questions, specifically around sensitive topics
(Lensvelt-Mulders, 2008; Pew Research
Center, n.d.). Some of the best practices
include using simple and conversational

tone rather than a formal register; including
at least a few response options that

indicate unfavorable attitudes or infrequent
participation in a favorable activity; writing a
question in the form of a short story to better
elicit an honest response; and ordering the
survey questions like a parabola, starting with
simple, unthreatening and easy-to-answer
questions, advancing to the more difficult and
sensitive questions, and again ending with
easy and friendly questions.

There is a large body of literature around best

practices for writing effective survey questions

(Dillman et al,, 2014; Rea & Parker, 2014; Fowler,

2014; Fowler & Cosenza, 2008; Pew Research
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Center, n.d.). General recommendations
include ensuring clear and concise questions;
providing definitions of key terms; avoiding
unfamiliar, uncommon, complex, or technical
words and phrases; avoiding imbedded
assumptions about respondent’s situations or
their view on certain topics; and limiting each
question to one idea. Some of these best
practices are also reinforced by a growing
body of literature on survey design for diverse
and culturally complex populations (Goegan et
al., 2018; Mertens, 2020).

Biases in surveys are well-documented

and widely-recognized. Choi & Park (2005)
catalogues these biases and offer a checklist
that helps survey researchers identify potential
problems before pre-testing survey items

and conducting cognitive labs. The checklist
includes items related to question design such
as problems with wording, leading questions,
and intrusiveness. It also includes items related
to questionnaire design such as formatting
problems and flawed questionnaire structure.
Finally, it includes items related to the
administration of questionnaire such as cultural
differences, respondent’s subconscious

reaction, and respondent’s learning.
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