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Although Schuman (1966) had already recognized the advantages of implementing 
open-ended questions in the 1960’s (in his case “random probes”), the proportion of 
open-ended questions administered in scientific surveys has declined significantly 
since the beginnings of survey research. The main reasons for this decline were that 
the disadvantages of collecting and, in particular, analyzing open-ended questions 
were thought to outweigh the advantages. On the one hand, open-ended questions 
are cognitively more demanding for the respondent than closed-ended questions 
and thus they increase the response burden (Bradburn, 1978). After all, respon-
dents cannot rely on response categories provided to infer the question meaning 
(Smyth, Dillman, Christian, & McBride, 2009) or to remind them of themes they 
may otherwise not have thought of (Schwarz, 1999). Moreover, they have to for-
mulate their answers in their own words (Keusch, 2014). On the other hand, open-
ended questions are work-intensive for researchers because a coding schema needs 
to be developed and the qualitative text responses need to be coded, often manually. 
Thus, a general recommendation in survey research is to use open-ended questions 
sparingly.  

In recent years, the value of open-ended questions has been rediscovered in 
survey research as there are various research situations where open-ended question 
can provide crucial information that closed-ended questions cannot deliver. To that 
end, Singer & Couper (2017) argued for implementing more open-ended questions 
and identified several fields of application: understanding reasons for reluctance or 
refusal; testing methodological theories and hypotheses; encouraging more truth-
ful answers; providing an opportunity for feedback; and serving as an indicator of 
response quality. Additionally, they emphasized the benefit of giving respondents a 
voice during standardized interviews. 
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More recently, open-ended questions have been frequently used as part of web 
probing. In web probing, probing techniques derived from cognitive interviewing 
are implemented as (mainly) open-ended questions in web surveys. Web probing 
has been proven a valuable tool in evaluating comprehension and validity of ques-
tions: it allows investigating respondents’ understanding of key terms or whole 
questions as well as their thought processes while answering (Lenzner & Neuert, 
2017; Meitinger, 2017; Meitinger & Behr, 2016). In cross-cultural research, web 
probing has been used to assess the comparability of survey questions across differ-
ent languages or cultural contexts (Behr at al., 2014; Braun et al., 2019). Responses 
to the open-ended probes provide vital information on respondents’ potential need 
for clarification and how to improve the questions.  

Another reason for the resurgence of open-ended questions relates to recent 
technological developments, which have reduced some of the challenges generally 
associated with open-ended questions. First and foremost, the possibility to collect 
data on web surveys has eliminated the need to transcribe the responses. Moreover, 
technological innovations help to automatically transcribe spoken language into 
textual responses (Revilla and Couper, 2019). Additionally, coding has been facili-
tated through novel technologies and software solutions that help to analyze large 
amounts of data (more or less) automatically (e.g., Schonlau and Couper, 2016). The 
full potential of these technological innovations for open-ended questions has not 
yet been explored. The extent to which these technologies can be successfully used 
for the collection and analysis of open-ended data is one of the insights we are aim-
ing to address with this special issue. Hence, the objective of this special issue is to 
present and promote cutting-edge uses of open-ended questions in surveys and to 
understand their methodological and substantive implications.  

The paper by Malte Luebker analyzes the effect of adding an open-ended 
probe on survey break-off and item non-response, and the meaningfulness of the 
answers in response to the probe. The probe was presented either on the same page 
as the survey question (embedded design) or separately on the following survey 
page (paging design). The findings revealed that the open-ended probe increased 
item non-response of the survey question in the embedded design and led to more 
survey break-offs in both the embedded and the paging design. 

The paper by Alice Barth and Andreas Schmitz examines the combined effects 
of respondents and interviewers on response quality in open-ended questions. For 
their study, they use an open-ended question on associations with foreigners living 
in Germany from the ALLBUS 2016. They reveal that response quality in open-
ended questions is driven by respondents’ education, age, gender, motivation, and 
topic interest but is also influenced by interactions between interviewer and respon-
dent characteristics.

The paper by Grace Kelly, Martina McKnight, and Dirk Schubotz analyzes 
comments of 16-year-old respondents of the longitudinal Young Life and Times 
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(YLT) survey on community relations in Northern Ireland. They show that a con-
tent analysis of the open-ended questions complements their quantitative findings 
but paints a more nuanced picture.  

The paper by Zhoushanyue He and Matthias Schonlau investigates differences 
in how human coders and automated coders (statistical/ machine learning algo-
rithms) code open-ended questions. They find that statistical learning algorithms 
and human coders make similar coding mistakes, i.e., they find the same answers 
difficult to code. 

Overall, we believe that this special issue of MDA provides various important 
contributions demonstrating the various usages of open-ended questions. More-
over, we hope that it will inspire survey researchers to reflect on the benefits that 
open-ended questions could bring to their research.

We would like to thank all the authors for their valuable contributions. We 
also thank the editorial team of mda for their support and the reviewers for their 
careful reading and recommendations to improve the manuscripts.
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