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What validity screening questions are effective for self-report surveys? 

CONTEXT 

Self-report surveys are commonly used for assessing and evaluating substance use behaviors and attitudes. 
Student survey data are being used in many Minnesota communities as the foundation for substance abuse 
prevention efforts.  

Because the validity of this data relies on responders’ truthfulness, survey creators use validity screening methods 
to identify and remove data that is likely to be untruthful. For instance, a survey may be removed if the respondent 
indicates he or she has been dishonest in their answers. 

ASK MPRC RESPONSE 

MPRC conducted a review of academic research on this question. This search found studies which suggest 
support for the effectiveness of three types of validity screening questions:  

 Survey questions which ask about responder honesty,  

 Survey questions which screen for inconsistent responding, and 

 Survey questions which ask the responder whether he or she has experienced an improbable situation such 
as taking LSD 20+ times during the past month.  

What support was shown for these types of screening questions? Each screening technique separated 
surveys into “valid” or “invalid” responder categories. When compared to valid responders, invalid responders were 
found to report significantly higher rates of risk behaviors such as substance use (Cornell et al., 2012, p.26, 30; 
Cross & Newman-Gonchar, 2004, p. 101), victimizations/bullying (Rosenblatt & Furlong, 1997; Cross & Newman-
Gonchar, 2004), and other problem behaviors (Fan et al., 2006, p. 238). 

What other conclusions were made by the researchers? All studies found in this review interpreted their 
findings to suggest there may be a benefit to using multiple screening question types, rather than using only one. 
This may help ensure the surveys removed are more likely to be untruthful data, as opposed to responder error or 
confusion. 

SUMMARIES OF RESEARCH CITED 

Two types of screening methods were of interest: 1) survey questions which ask responders to say how honest 
they were, and 2) survey questions which use a false positive (i.e. false drug).  

1) Responders’ Honesty 

Cornell, D., Klein, J., Konold, T., and Huang, F. (2012). Effects of validity screening items on adolescent survey 
data. Psychological Assessment, 24, 21-35. 

 Students in this study were considered invalid responders if they indicated they had not told the truth, 
did not give true answers or were not paying attention while answering the survey (p. 25).  

 Invalid responders were more likely to report high-risk behaviors, as compared to the valid responders (p. 
26, 30). This suggests these screening questions may be effective at removing untruthful data. 
 

2) False Positive 

MPRC was unable to find any studies which specifically reviewed the use of a false positive (i.e. false drug) validity 
screening method.  
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Other related articles 

MPRC found several studies which reviewed validity screening methods not mentioned above.  

Cross, J. E., Newman-Gonchar, R. (2004). Data quality in student risk behavior surveys and administrator training. 
Issues in School Violence Research, 89-108. 

This study looked at surveys which use two types of screening questions. 

 Inconsistent responding. Pairs of questions were embedded in these surveys to flag inconsistency. If the 
answers to these pairs contradicted one another, the survey was considered invalid (p. 96).  

 Illogical or improbable behavior. Questions which were answered with an extreme or illogical response 
such as “…[responder] had taken LSD 20 or more times in the last 30 days… (p. 97)” were considered 
invalid. 

 The invalid responders reported significantly higher rates of risk behaviors, compared to the valid 
responders. This suggests these screening questions may be effective at removing untruthful data. 

Fan, X., Miller, B. C., Park, K., Winward, B. W., Christensen, M., Grotevant, H.D., Tai, R. H. (2006). An exploratory 
study about inaccuracy and invalidity in adolescent self-report surveys. Field Methods, 18, 223-244. 

 This study used inconsistency as its validity screening method. Students were surveyed and interviewed in 
person after the survey. Questions such as whether the responder was adopted, were confirmed as true or 
false during the in person interview (p. 229-232). If the survey and interview responses contradicted, the 
response was considered invalid.  

 Invalid responders reported significantly higher rates of problem behaviors, compared to valid responders. 
This suggests that screening for inconsistency may be an effective method for removing untruthful data. 

 The responses by students who were inconsistent on multiple questions were more significantly different 
from consistent responders than the responses from students who were inconsistent on only one question 
(p. 236). This may suggest the students with only one inconsistent response did so in error or confusion. 
The researchers suggest this indicates a benefit to using multiple validity screening methods as criteria for 
removing a survey from a data set. 

Rosenblatt, J.A., and Furlong, M.J. (1997). Assessing the reliability and validity of student self-reports of campus 
violence. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 26, 187-201. 

 This study used one pair of questions to check for inconsistent responding and one question about an 
“improbable situation” as the validity screeners (p. 192). If responses were inconsistent or the responder 
said “yes” to the improbable question, the survey was considered invalid (p. 192).  

 Invalid responders were more likely than valid responders to report school violence victimizations (p. 198). 
The researchers thought this may be the result of a few things. It may suggest these screening questions 
identified untruthful data. It may also suggest the invalid responders have a more negative perspective 
about school. It may also suggest that the questions were interpreted differently by the invalid responders. 

 

 

Ask the Minnesota Prevention Resource Center 

The Minnesota Prevention Resource Center (MPRC) works to enhance the capacity of 
substance abuse prevention professionals in Minnesota. MPRC often receives research 

questions and prepares in-depth answers.  Many of these questions, such as the one 
found above, deserve to be shared widely, and are published as part of this series. 

Do you have a question for MPRC? Email info@mnprc.org or call 651-646-3005. 
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