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In the realm of data collection and research, questionnaires serve as a vital tool for gathering insights,
opinions, and factual information from respondents. However, once a questionnaire is returned from the
field, it does not automatically guarantee that the data it contains is valid, reliable, or suitable for analysis.
Various factors can render a returned questionnaire unacceptable, thereby compromising the integrity of
the entire research process. Understanding these reasons is crucial for researchers to ensure data quality and
to implement measures for quality control and validation. In this article, we explore the primary reasons
why a returned questionnaire may be deemed unacceptable and discuss the implications for research
validity.

Reasons Why a Returned Questionnaire May Be Unacceptable

1. Incomplete or Missing Data

One of the most common issues encountered with returned questionnaires is incomplete responses. When
respondents fail to answer all questions or omit critical sections, the resulting data set becomes fragmented
and unreliable.

Partial Responses: Respondents may skip questions due to misunderstanding, disinterest, or time
constraints.

Missing Key Variables: Essential data points necessary for analysis may be absent, making it
impossible to draw meaningful conclusions.

Impact on Data Analysis: Incomplete data can lead to biased results, reduced statistical power, and
challenges in data imputation.



2. Illegible or Poorly Completed Responses

Handwritten questionnaires or poorly filled forms can hinder accurate data entry and interpretation.

Illegibility: Illegible handwriting can lead to misinterpretation of responses, introducing errors.

Inconsistent Markings: Ambiguous marks, such as multiple selections for a single-choice question,
compromise data clarity.

Unclear Responses: Responses that are vague or nonsensical render the data unusable.

3. Inconsistent or Contradictory Answers

Responses that conflict within the questionnaire can indicate respondent confusion or dishonesty.

Contradictory Data: For example, a respondent indicating both "Yes" and "No" to mutually exclusive
questions.

Logical Inconsistencies: Responses that don't follow a logical pattern, such as reporting high income
but low education levels without explanation.

Implications: Such inconsistencies reduce confidence in the data’s accuracy.

4. Respondent Bias or Dishonesty

Some questionnaires may be compromised due to deliberate or unconscious biases.

Social Desirability Bias: Respondents may answer in a manner they perceive as socially acceptable
rather than truthful.

Faking or Dishonest Responses: Intentional misreporting, often to conceal sensitive information, leads



to unreliable data.

Effect on Data Validity: Biases distort the true picture, making the data unsuitable for valid
conclusions.

5. Non-Compliance With Instructions

Respondents may fail to follow instructions, affecting data usability.

Incorrect Filling Methods: Using wrong scales or formats, such as ticking multiple options when only
one is allowed.

Skipping Mandatory Sections: Omitting vital questions that are marked as compulsory.

Failure to Follow Guidelines: Ignoring instructions about question order or response formats can
make data inconsistent.

6. Data Entry Errors

Errors introduced during manual or electronic data entry can compromise data quality.

Transcription Mistakes: Typing errors when transferring responses into databases.

Misinterpretation of Responses: Misreading handwritten answers or mislabeling data points.

Resulting Unacceptability: Such errors can skew analysis and lead to incorrect conclusions.

7. Deterioration or Damage to the Questionnaire

Physical damage can render parts of the questionnaire unreadable or unusable.



Water or Fire Damage: Can obliterate responses or instructions.

Tears or Missing Pages: Loss of sections critical for analysis.

Impact on Data Integrity: Difficult or impossible to verify or interpret responses.

8. Ethical Concerns and Confidentiality Breaches

Questionnaires that violate ethical standards or compromise respondent confidentiality are unacceptable.

Identifiable Information Leaked: Responses that reveal identities when anonymity was promised.

Unauthorized Data Collection: Data collected without proper consent or approval.

Legal and Ethical Implications: Such questionnaires may be rejected for ethical reasons, invalidating
the data.

9. Non-Representativeness or Sampling Bias

Even a fully completed questionnaire can be unacceptable if it does not represent the target population.

Non-Representative Sample: Respondents may belong to a specific subgroup, skewing results.

Low Response Rate: Limited participation reduces generalizability.

Bias Impact: Conclusions drawn from such data may be invalid for the broader population.

Implications of Unacceptable Questionnaires

When questionnaires are deemed unacceptable, they can have serious repercussions on research validity
and credibility.



1. Data Invalidity and Bias

Unacceptable data can lead to biased results, misinterpretation, and flawed conclusions.

2. Wasted Resources

Time, effort, and financial resources invested in data collection may be lost if data cannot be used.

3. Ethical and Legal Issues

Using compromised data may violate ethical standards or legal regulations, especially concerning
confidentiality and consent.

4. Need for Data Recollection

Researchers may need to revisit the fieldwork, incurring additional costs and delays.

Conclusion

A questionnaire returned from the field may be unacceptable for a multitude of reasons, each threatening
the validity and reliability of the data collected. From incomplete or illegible responses to ethical breaches
and sampling biases, these issues can significantly undermine the research process. It is therefore
imperative for researchers to establish rigorous quality control measures, such as thorough training for field
staff, clear instructions for respondents, and systematic data validation procedures. Recognizing the potential
reasons for questionnaire rejection early in the process ensures that only high-quality data inform decisions,
leading to credible and actionable research outcomes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are common reasons a returned questionnaire may be considered
unacceptable?
Common reasons include incomplete responses, inconsistent or contradictory answers, missing data, illegible



handwriting, or responses that do not meet the study's criteria.

How does incomplete data in a returned questionnaire affect its
acceptability?
Incomplete data can compromise the validity of the analysis, leading to biased or unreliable results, which
may cause the questionnaire to be deemed unacceptable.

Why might illegible handwriting lead to a questionnaire being rejected?
Illegible handwriting makes it difficult to accurately interpret responses, increasing the risk of
misclassification or errors, thus rendering the questionnaire unacceptable for analysis.

In what ways can responses that are inconsistent or contradictory impact
the acceptability of a questionnaire?
Such responses suggest misunderstanding or careless answers, reducing data quality and making the
questionnaire unreliable for drawing valid conclusions.

What role does adherence to questionnaire instructions play in
determining acceptability?
Failure to follow instructions, such as missing sections or providing answers outside the scope, can
invalidate responses and lead to rejection of the questionnaire as unacceptable.

Additional Resources
A Questionnaire Returned From The Field May Be Unacceptable For Several Reasons. This statement
underscores a critical aspect of survey research and data collection: not all returned questionnaires meet the
necessary standards for validity, reliability, or completeness. When field data is collected through
questionnaires, whether via paper forms, online surveys, or interviews, the quality of the responses can
vary significantly. Understanding the reasons why a returned questionnaire may be deemed unacceptable
is vital for researchers aiming to ensure data integrity and draw meaningful conclusions. In this article, we
explore the various reasons that can render a questionnaire invalid, discussing each in detail with insights
into their implications, and offering guidance on how to identify, address, or prevent these issues.

---



Reasons Why a Returned Questionnaire May Be Unacceptable

Several factors can compromise the usability of a returned questionnaire. These include incomplete
responses, inconsistent data, respondent bias, errors in data entry, and issues related to the design or
administration of the questionnaire itself. Let’s examine each of these reasons in detail.

---

1. Incomplete Responses

Incomplete questionnaires are among the most common reasons for rejection. When respondents skip
questions or leave sections blank, it hampers the ability to analyze data comprehensively.

Features & Implications:

- Missing Data: Critical variables or questions may be essential for the analysis, and their absence can lead to
biased or invalid results.
- Reduced Sample Size: Excluding incomplete responses can significantly reduce the effective sample size,
impacting statistical power.
- Bias Introduction: If certain types of respondents systematically leave questions unanswered, the
remaining data may not be representative.

Pros of Addressing Incomplete Responses:

- Ensures only high-quality, complete data is used.
- Maintains consistency across responses.

Cons:

- Potentially reduces the dataset size.
- Might introduce bias if non-responders differ systematically.

Strategies to Minimize Incompleteness:

- Clear instructions emphasizing the importance of each question.
- Use of mandatory fields in online surveys.
- Follow-up with respondents to clarify or complete missing data.

---



2. Inconsistent or Contradictory Data

Responses that contain contradictions or inconsistencies are problematic because they cast doubt on the
respondent’s attentiveness or understanding.

Features & Implications:

- Contradictory Answers: For example, a respondent indicating both “very satisfied” and “very dissatisfied”
in different parts of the survey.
- Logical Inconsistencies: Responses that violate logical flow, such as indicating high income but low
education level without explanation.
- Data Quality Concerns: Such responses suggest inattentiveness, misunderstanding, or deliberate
misreporting.

Pros of Excluding Inconsistent Data:

- Improves overall data quality.
- Ensures validity of analysis.

Cons:

- Potentially discards valuable data.
- May introduce bias if the inconsistencies are systematic.

Detection Methods:

- Use of consistency checks embedded in the questionnaire.
- Manual review or automated algorithms to flag contradictions.

Handling Strategies:

- Follow up with respondents for clarification.
- Implement validation questions within the survey.

---

3. Response Bias and Social Desirability

Respondents may provide answers they believe are more socially acceptable rather than truthful ones,
leading to biased data.



Features & Implications:

- Social Desirability Bias: Over-reporting positive behaviors or attitudes.
- Response Bias: Tendency to choose neutral or extreme options regardless of true feelings.
- Impact on Data Validity: Can distort the actual distribution of responses, leading to inaccurate conclusions.

Pros of Recognizing Bias:

- Better interpretation of data, acknowledging limitations.
- Design improvements to reduce bias.

Cons:

- Difficult to completely eliminate bias.
- May require additional measures like anonymization or indirect questioning.

Mitigation Techniques:

- Guarantee anonymity and confidentiality.
- Use indirect questioning methods.
- Incorporate social desirability scales.

---

4. Poorly Completed or Illegible Questionnaires

Physical questionnaires may be rejected if handwriting is illegible or if responses are poorly filled out.

Features & Implications:

- Illegibility: Hard to interpret handwritten responses.
- Incomplete or Erratic Responses: Filling out outside margins, circling multiple options, or inconsistent
marking.
- Data Entry Challenges: Increased risk of errors during manual data entry.

Pros of Addressing These Issues:

- Ensures data accuracy.
- Facilitates efficient data processing.

Cons:



- Increased time and effort to interpret unclear responses.
- Potential loss of data if clarity cannot be restored.

Solutions:

- Clear instructions on how to fill out forms.
- Use of digital questionnaires to eliminate handwriting issues.
- Training data entry personnel to interpret ambiguous responses carefully.

---

5. Misunderstanding or Misinterpretation of Questions

Questions that are ambiguous or poorly worded can lead to responses that do not accurately reflect the
respondent’s true feelings or knowledge.

Features & Implications:

- Ambiguity: Vague or complex language causes confusion.
- Leading Questions: Influence responses towards a particular answer.
- Misinterpretation: Respondents may interpret questions differently based on their background.

Pros of Well-Designed Questions:

- Higher validity of responses.
- Easier analysis and interpretation.

Cons:

- Requires expertise in questionnaire design.
- Time-consuming pilot testing.

Best Practices:

- Use simple, clear language.
- Pilot test questionnaires with a small group.
- Avoid leading or loaded questions.

---



6. Non-Return or Low Response Rate

A questionnaire that is never returned or is returned in very low numbers is often unsuitable for analysis.

Features & Implications:

- Non-Response Bias: The small sample may not be representative.
- Reduced Statistical Power: Less data limits the ability to detect meaningful effects.

Pros of High Response Rates:

- Better representativeness.
- Greater statistical validity.

Cons:

- Difficult to achieve in some populations.
- Potential for non-response bias if certain groups are underrepresented.

Strategies to Improve Return Rates:

- Follow-up reminders.
- Incentives for participation.
- Simplified and engaging questionnaire design.

---

7. Data Entry Errors and Coding Mistakes

Even with returned questionnaires, errors can occur during manual data entry or coding, rendering
responses unacceptable.

Features & Implications:

- Incorrect Data Entry: Typographical errors, wrong coding of responses.
- Misclassification: Assigning responses to incorrect categories.
- Impact: Leads to inaccurate analysis and conclusions.

Pros of Accurate Data Handling:

- Ensures data integrity.



- Facilitates valid statistical analysis.

Cons:

- Time-intensive verification processes.
- Human error remains possible.

Prevention Measures:

- Double data entry with reconciliation.
- Use of software with validation checks.
- Training for data entry personnel.

---

8. Ethical Concerns and Confidentiality Breaches

Responses that reveal sensitive information without proper consent or violate confidentiality protocols may
be deemed unacceptable.

Features & Implications:

- Confidentiality Violations: Responses that could identify participants without consent.
- Ethical Breaches: Data collected beyond agreed parameters.
- Legal Risks: Potential legal consequences and damage to reputation.

Pros of Maintaining Ethical Standards:

- Protects participant rights.
- Ensures research validity and credibility.

Cons:

- Limits certain data collection methods.
- May restrict the scope of questions.

Best Practices:

- Obtain informed consent.
- Anonymize data where appropriate.
- Follow institutional and legal guidelines.



---

Conclusion

The integrity of survey research hinges on the quality of the data collected, and understanding why a
returned questionnaire may be unacceptable is fundamental for researchers. Whether due to incomplete
responses, inconsistencies, bias, poor design, or ethical issues, each problem can compromise the validity of
findings. Recognizing these issues early allows for corrective actions such as redesigning questionnaires,
training respondents, implementing validation checks, and maintaining ethical standards. Ultimately,
careful planning, pilot testing, and rigorous data management are essential to ensure that the data derived
from questionnaires is both usable and reliable, leading to insights that truly reflect the target population’s
perspectives and experiences.
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