How Much Text Is Too Much?
Assessing Respondent Attention to Instruction Texts Depending on Text Length
BACKGROUND

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

Respondents may not always pay as much
attention to a survey as researchers
would like them to. Careless answers can
in turn be a threat to data quality and
mask substantive findings.

About halfway into the questionnaire, a
question on whether Germany should leave
or remain in the EU was implemented as a
cover for an attention check.

While attention is usually treated as a
respondent characteristic, I examine to
which extent the length of a question text
influences whether respondents will
carefully read it. In doing so, this study
provides insight into possible drawbacks
of comparing stimuli of different lengths,
as well as possibilities to optimize
surveys for respondent attention.

DATA SOURCE
Data for this experiment were collected in
the November 2018 wave of the German
Internet Panel, a probability-based online
panel of the German population. This was
the first regular wave for a new sample
recruited in 2018.

Within the last paragraph of the question
text, an instruction to click the panels logo
in the top left corner instead of answering
the question, was placed.

The text length was experimentally varied,
respondents were randomly assigned to one
of four conditions:
-

Instruction only (no other text)
One praragraph of text
Two paragraphs of text
Four paragraphs of text

The logo is present on every page of the
survey, but usually does nothing when
clicked.
Respondents passed the attention check, if
they clicked the logo as instructed.
Respondents failed the attention check, if
they clicked the usual „continue“-button.
Both respondents who passed and who
failed the attention check were able to
continue the survey.

Figure 1. Example of the attention check with
two paragraphs of text. Marked:
(1) The logo respondents were asked to click.
(2) Position of the instruction in the text.

RESULTS
Passing rates for the attention check decrease with increasing text length.
This implies that many inattentive respondents would have read the text
if it were shorter.
As stimuli with different lengths will likely be read by different
proportions of respondents, comparing their effects may be problematic.
Panel experience has no significant effect on respondent attention. There
also is no significant difference between respondents using computers
versus mobile devices.
Respondents of medium age, with higher education, and females are
more likely to pass the attention check.
Text length
Passed attention check
Failed attention check Total
825 (79.4%)
214 (20.6%)
1,039
Instruction only
666 (64.5%)
366 (35.5%)
1,032
One paragraph
593 (57.6%)
436 (42.4%)
1,029
Two paragraphs
419 (40.9%)
606 (59.1%)
1,025
Four paragraphs
2,503 (60.7%)
1,622 (39.3%)
4,125
Overall
Table 1. Number and proportion of respondents passing / failing the attention check by
text length.

Text length (reference: instruction only)
One paragraph
Two paragraphs
Four paragraphs
Panel experience
Mobile device
Year of birth (reference: 1960 – 1974)
< 1960
> 1974
Education (reference: medium)
Low
High
Female
Constant
Pseudo-R²(McKelvey & Zavoina)
N

Odds Ratio

Standard
Error

.0829***
.0376***
.0067***
.8846
.9191

.0252
.0119
.0025
.0811
.0925

.7017**
.7645*

.0806
.0864

.6537**
1.7930***
1.4863***
.8308

.0911
.1880
.1353
.2156

.645
3,994

p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Table 2. Binary-logistic regression of passing the attention check.
Controlled for response time on the question page, quadratic response time,
and interactions between (linear and quadratic) response time and text length.
Response times > 10min (highest .5%) removed from the analysis.

CONCLUSION

CONTACT

- Longer texts are less likely read by respondents than shorter texts.
- Stimuli can be optimized for respondent attention by keeping them short.
- Comparing effects of stimuli with different lengths can be problematic.
- There seems to be no difference in attention between different levels of panel
experience and between devices.
- Attention differs by age, education, and gender.
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