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Abstract: It has been theorized that working memory plays a role in survey methodology 
contributing to response order and question order effects, however there is little empirical 
evidence linking working memory and survey context effects.  This dissertation examines 
whether respondents’ working memory influences response order and question order effects 
through incorporating working memory measures into the survey questionnaire.  The sample was 
randomly assigned to complete the survey via telephone or web, and respondents completed a 
series of working memory measures and attitudinal questions.   
 It was hypothesized that as working memory capacity improved there would be a 
decrease in the likelihood of respondents of all ages selecting the options associated with 
response order effects.  Results support the hypothesis for younger adults who became less 
susceptible to response order effects as working memory improves, however, for older adults the 
results adversely indicate that improvement in working memory leads to respondents being more 
likely to select the early responses in web and late responses in telephone.  The results are 
present for questions with a short list of two responses and for questions with a longer list of six 
responses.     
 Where question order effects are concerned, it was hypothesized that respondents with 
higher working memory would be more likely to be influenced by the preceding question than 
those with low working memory.  In general the results provide only modest support that 
working memory has a significant impact on question order effects.  In only one of three pairs of 
questions analyzed did working memory have a significant effect indicating that respondents 
with higher working memory are more likely to exhibit contrast effects than respondents with 
lower working memory.         
 As another objective, this dissertation included a subset of the Health and Retirement 
Study (HRS) cognitive measures into the survey to assess whether they adequately reflect 
respondents’ working memory.  Comparing the working memory and HRS measures, the results 
show significant differences between the measures indicating they reflect different underlying 
cognitive constructs.  These findings indicate that the cognitive section of the HRS, and similar 
studies, may benefit from including measures designed specifically for working memory.. 
 
Location: Bureau of Labor Statistics Janet Norwood Conference Center, Room 8 
 
 



 
 

 
To be placed on the seminar attendance list at the Bureau of Labor Statistics, you need to e-mail your 
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days in advance of the seminar. Please bring a photo ID to the seminar. BLS is located at 2 Massachusetts 
Avenue, NE. Use the Red Line to Union Station. Parking in the area of BLS is available at Union Station. 
For parking information see http://www.unionstationdc.com/parking. No validation is available from BLS 
for reduced parking rates.  
 
WebEx: WebEx event address:  
https://dol.webex.com/dol/j.php?MTID=md8e524119d488c5fbcfefee84ca7141e  
 
For audio:  
Call-in toll-free number (Verizon): 1-866-865-9536  (US) 
Call-in number (Verizon): 1-517-966-0857  (US) 
Attendee access code: 744 124 3 
 
Note: Particular computer configurations might not be compatible with WebEx. 

https://dol.webex.com/dol/j.php?MTID=md8e524119d488c5fbcfefee84ca7141e

