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In conducting public opinion surveys NHK long relied on face-to-face interviews with 
respondents, but over the last several years we have also begun to use the postal mail survey 
method. The NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute conducted an experimental mail 
survey in 2008 and another in 2010, and has begun to carry out full-fledged mail surveys for 
assessing public opinion. 
 This study, based on the 2010 experimental mail survey, reviews the characteristics of 
survey questions as obtained by examining differences in response rates to middle, or 
neutral, response options and the other options. It also analyzes the common features of 
people who selected middle options in the mail survey. 
 It has been verified that middle options are often selected when questions are of the type 
that may be answered differently depending on the situation or that treat matters one rarely 
thinks about in daily life; such middle options are less often chosen when questions pertain 
to more familiar circumstances of daily life. When such middle options are not given, in 
most cases there is no change in the balance between the response options at the two 
extremes, but in some cases, depending on response options, more responses are 
concentrated on a certain option, such as one that seems to be a socially preferable option, 
than when a middle option is provided.  
 The results of the 2010 experimental survey also suggest that respondents’ choice of a 
middle option is affected less by attributes such as gender and age as by whether they are 
familiar with the situation related to the question asked or whether they already hold some 
position and opinion on the matter. It may be added that the survey included many questions 
related to television and that some questions were ones persons who live alone would be 
likely to answer in the same way. These questions also had an impact on the results. 
 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Recently the mail survey method has increasingly been used in public opinion surveys, 
replacing the face-to-face interview method.2 To study its applicability NHK Broadcasting 
Culture Research Institute conducted an experimental mail survey in 2008 and another in 
2010 and began adopting this method in its research on public opinion. Unlike in the 
face-to-face interview method, where the answers are recorded by an interviewer, in a mail 
survey the questionnaire is filled out by the respondent. In the self-administered 

2 Drop-off/pick-up and mail survey methods have begun to be increasingly used these days in place of 
face-to-face interviews the response rate of which declined due to the worsening of the survey environment. 
For details see Chosa Hoshiki Hikaku Purojekuto” 2010. 
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questionnaire survey, the respondent must be able to understand the questions simply by 
reading them and choose responses from the set of options provided. In other words, in the 
case of mail surveys, the wording of questions and options and the order of the questions can 
affect responses far more than in face-to-face interviews. 
 The experimental mail survey carried out concurrently with the main face-to-face 
interviews for the survey entitled “The Japanese and Television 2010,” conducted in March 
2010, was designed to make it possible to study selection of middle options—that is, 
“Neither of the above” options—in response to the questions asked. Differences in the 
response rate between when a middle option was, or was not, provided are discussed in an 
article published in the December 2010 issue of Hoso kenkyu to chosa, an NHK monthly 
report on broadcast research (Murata and Onodera 2010). The article compares the response 
rates to middle options in the face-to-face interviews and in the mail survey, examines the 
characteristics of the questions for which the response rate for middle options was high and 
those for which the rate was low, and looks at the differences in response rate to the other 
options when a middle option was, or was not, provided. 
 The present study reviews the characteristics of survey questions as drawn from the 
differences in response rates to a middle option and to the other options, as well as examines 
the common features of people who chose middle options in the mail survey. 
 
 

II. PROBLEMS OF MIDDLE OPTIONS IN MAIL SURVEYS 
 
In attempting to respond to a question, a respondent who finds none of listed options 
appropriate as an answer, may either be forced to choose one or decide not to give an answer, 
choosing none of the options. To avoid this, the list may include a middle option, such as 
“Can’t say either way,” “None/Neither of the above [options]” or “Can’t choose”/“Can’t 
decide.” But this raises a number of concerns. One is that in the case of a mail survey in 
which individuals self-administer the questionnaire, they may more often choose middle 
options if such options are provided. Another concern is that if there are no middle options, 
respondents may feel forced to choose between two opposite answers. Survey results in 
which middle options have been chosen too frequently, moreover, are very difficult to 
analyze. 
 There is also a possibility that if respondents choose a middle option the meaning of 
their choice may vary. They may choose that option because they “have never thought about” 
the question asked or “can’t choose” even if they give q some thought. Or the choice may 
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mean that they “neither agree nor disagree” with the proposed option. Their choice of the 
middle option may also be a declaration of their support of both options on either side. 
 A number of studies on middle options have been done. One is Hayashi 1996, which, 
through an international comparison of the results of the Japanese National Character 
Survey conducted in 1987–1988 by the Institute of Statistical Mathematics, indicates a 
strong tendency among Japanese to select middle options like “Undecided/It depends.” 
 Maeda 2005 presents a comparison of the results of two mail surveys—one with middle 
options available and the other without them—and an interview survey, all conducted using 
questions from the Japanese National Character Survey mentioned immediately above. 
Regarding the interview survey, the answers obtained by interviewers were organized 
according to the options used in the mail surveys. As Table 1 shows, in the mail survey, 
when a middle option is provided (in this case, “Depends”), this option was selected far 
more often than in the interview survey. When, in place of a middle option, the option 
“Other” was provided, respondents wrote free comments, but the percentage of the 
comments that correspond to a middle option was very low. Maeda asked three more test 
questions. “The results,” Maeda concludes, “illustrate a clear case where survey items 
(question text and response options) can make a big difference between self-administered 
and non-self-administered surveys (the latter being the interview survey) in terms of the 
impact on respondents. This difference cannot easily be erased by manipulating the way the 
options are presented.” In some cases, as Maeda shows, the approval and disapproval 
options (other than the middle option) show a reversal of higher and lower response rates 
between the interview, the mail survey with middle options, and the mail survey without 
middle options. 
 
Table 1. Characteristics of Neutral Answers When Middle Options Are Provided and When Not 
Q Some people say that no matter how mechanized the world gets nothing can reduce the richness of human 
feelings.  

 Face-to-face  Mail  

Middle options provided  Middle options not provided  

Agree  32.6% 26.9%  48.0%  

Depends  20.9  45.5   2.2  

Disagree  43.6  26.9  43.8  

Other   1.1    0.3   5.1  

Don’t  know   1.8   0.4   0.9  

Note: Compares responses in Tokyo and three prefectures. 
Source: Maeda Tadahiko, “Yuso-chosa-ho no tokucho ni kansuru ichikosatsu” [A Study of the Characteristics 
of the Mail Survey Method], Tokei suri 53:1 (2005), 57-81. 
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 In 1980, NHK conducted an experimental study on the face-to-face interview to examine 
questions used for such interviews (Yoshida 1980). Comparisons were made between when 
“Neither agree nor disagree” was put in the middle or when it was put at the end of a set of 
five options, and when it was put in the middle of a set of three options. It was found that, in 
the case of the five-option set, while some questions produced no significant difference 
between when “Neither agree nor disagree” was put in the middle and when put at the end, 
generally respondents were more likely to choose “Neither agree nor disagree” when the 
option was in the middle. They were also more likely to choose the middle option of a set of 
three options than when it was in a set of five options. 
 Maeda pointed out that middle options tended to be chosen more often in Japan than in 
other countries and that middle options also were more likely to be chosen in 
self-administered questionnaire surveys. The selection of a middle option is also influenced 
by where it is placed in the set of options as well as by the number of options provided. The 
selection of a middle option also has an impact on the selection of other options. 
 
 

III. OUTLINE OF THE SURVEYS 
 
The main face-to-face survey on “The Japanese and Television 2010” and the experimental 
mail surveys, all three surveys under this study, are outlined in Table 2. In order to observe 
differences in the distribution of responses depending on the presence or absence of a 
middle option, the target samples to whom the questionnaire was to be mailed were divided 
in two groups, “Mail A” (with middle options) and “Mail B” (without middle options), using 
a split-ballot method. 
 In other words, types (a) and (b) indicate as follows: since no response options are 
provided in the face-to-face interview, respondents reply without seeing any options and it is 
the interviewer who organizes their responses according to a set of options including a 
middle option and “no response.” 
 In types (c) and (d), options are given in response lists, so the respondents reply while 
looking at the options. The two types differ in that a middle option is provided for (d) but 
not for (c). Therefore, for type (d) only, the respondents in the interview survey see the same 
option lists as the ones used in the mail survey. For the questions of this type (d), middle 
options were shown to the “Mail B” group of people, too.3 For type (c) only, respondents 

3 The showcards for the questions of type (d) were shown in the interview survey, and the middle options were 
also provided even in Mail B. If the middle options had not been provided in Mail B we might have confirmed 
a tendency characteristic of a self-administered survey to try to choose one or the other option in each question. 
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were asked to choose from three levels of frequency, “Often,” “Sometimes,” and “Almost 
never.”  
 There are reasons for provision or non-provision of options in the interview survey. 
Type (a), with no options provided, are questions that can be answered by just listening, and 
type (b) are questions for which there is no need for options to be provided because you only 
need to answer by saying either “A” or “B” or answer by saying either “Agree” or 
“Disagree.” Types (c) and (d), on the other hand, are questions in which the respondent 
chooses answers from among given options. Especially, type (d) gives a middle option, 
“Neither of the above,” probably because when these questions were first created they were 
thought to be difficult to answer by choosing one or the other options. 
 The questions of types (a) to (d) and a simple tabulation of results of the interview 
survey and Mail A, and Mail B will be found at the end of this paper.  
 
Table 2. Outline of Surveys 
 

 
Face-to-Face  

Mail A  Mail B  

Middle options provided Middle options not provided 

Survey Period  March 6–7 (Sat, Sun), 2010  March 3 (Wed)–April 16 (Fri), 2010  

Survey Method  Face-to-face interview  Mail survey  

Population  Japanese aged 16 and older  

Sampling Frame  Basic Resident Register  

Sampling 
Method  

Stratified two-stage random sampling  

Sample Size  1,800(12people×150 units) 900(6people×150 units) *  900(6people×150 units) *  

Responses 
(Response Rate)  

1,046  
 (58.1%)  

609  
(67.7%)  

606  
(67.3%)  

* Twelve people in each location were divided into two groups, each of 6 persons, using a split-ballot method.  
Mail A group: Even-number persons in even-number locations and odd-number persons in odd-numbered locations  
Mail B group: Odd-number persons in even-number spots and even-number persons in even-number locations 

 
 

IV. CHARACTERISTICS OF RESPONSES TO MIDDLE OPTIONS 
 

Murata and Onodera 2010 examines the features of the questions that elicited a high middle 
option rate and those that produced a low rate. These features are summarized below. 
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Figure 1. Response Rates to Middle Options in Interview 
and Mail Surveys (by Question) 

 

Figure 2. Correlation in Responses to Middle Options 
between Interview and Mail-A Surveys 

 

1. Comparison of Interview and Mail Results 
How do responses to middle options 
differ between face-to-face interview 
and mail surveys? Figure 1 shows a 
comparison of response rates between 
the interview survey and the Mail A. 
In the interview survey, the response 
rate to a middle option is less than 20 
percent for most of the questions 
covered for this study whereas in the 
mail survey the rate is over 20 
percent for more than half of the 
questions. 
 Figure 2 is a scatter diagram with 
the interview on the horizontal axis and 
Mail A on the vertical axis. We see a 
correlation between the two surveys: 
questions with high middle option rates 
in the interview survey also have high 
rates in the mail survey. 
 The diagram also demonstrates that 
the response rate differs according to 
the way—from (a) to (d)—the 
options are given. Types (a), (b), and (c) receive a clearly higher rate in Mail A than in the 
interview survey, but this does not apply to type (d), which seems to have a higher 
correlation than the other three types. This is presumably because, while for types (a), (b), 
and (c) the interview survey respondents were not aware of the presence of a middle option 
since no such option was presented, for type (d) they respond by looking at a list that 
includes a middle option, as do the mail survey respondents.  
 The middle option rate is especially low for type (c), probably because for this type 
alone the respondents had to choose from among the options that are at three levels of 
frequency while the other types are of the two-option type. Why the response rate is low in 
the case of three levels of options will be discussed later. 
 It should be added that mail surveys produce fewer “no response” than face-to-face 
interview surveys. For the question items in this study, the highest no response rate is 5.9 
percent in the case of the interview while that for Mail A is only 2.8 percent. However, even 
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if we consider no-answer the same as “Neither of the above” and add the no-answer rate to 
the middle option rate and then use this total for comparison, the overall trends will remain 
the same as in the case of comparison using only the middle option rate. 
 
2. Questions with High Middle Option Rates 
Examples of the questions that elicited a high middle option rates are shown in Table 3. 
They are questions of the type that may be answered either way depending on the situation 
or that respondents rarely think about in daily life. A middle option was often selected when 
such questions were asked. 

Table 3. Examples of Questions That Often Elicited a Middle Option 
 

■Questions of the type that may be answered either way depending on the situation 
—Television Viewing Habits: G. Do you want to watch alone? — 
Question 5G. Do you want to watch television alone? Or do you want to watch with others?  
        Face-to-Face  Mail A   

1. Want to watch alone 36.3 %   37.4% 
2. Want to watch with others 30.1   22.7   
3. Neither of the above 30.1   22.7   
4. No response   2.4    1.0   

 
■Questions of the type that treat matters one rarely thinks about in daily life 
—Image of Television Influence: A. Critical Thinking Ability— 
Question 11A. Television has ________ people’s ability to think critically 
        Face-to-Face  Mail A   

1. Strengthened      34.2%       29.9% 
2. Weakened      14.1       22.8 
3. Neither of the above 47.5        45.5 
4. No response   4.2          1.8 

 
 
 Given here as an example of question that may be answered either way depending on the 
situation is Question 5 G: “Television Viewing Habits: Do you want to watch alone?” To 
that question you may watch some television programs alone and other programs with other 
people. Depending on programs or some other situation, the respondent can answer either 
way and, therefore, is likely to choose “None of the above.” Even in the interview survey, 
although “None of the above” was not provided, the rate of responses considered a middle 
option is very high. 
 As for the type of question that respondents rarely think about in daily life, Question 11 
A: “Image of Television Influence: Critical Thinking Ability” can be given as an example. 
As mentioned in the previous section (III), the series of questions of type (d) about the 
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image of television influence—Question 11 A to E—were questions for which a middle 
option was provided even in the interview survey, and therefore the response rate to a 
middle option is as high in the interview survey as in the mail survey. The lowest rate is 21.4 
percent for the interview survey and 24.1 percent for Mail A while the highest rate is 51.9 
percent for the interview survey and 53.5 percent for Mail A. Even in Mail B, “Neither of 
the above” was provided for the same Question 11 A to E, and its rate is similarly high.   

 
 
3. Questions with Low Middle Option Rates 
Looking at examples of questions that elicited a low response rate to middle options, as 
shown in Table 4, we find that those questions either ask respondents to choose one of the 
three levels of frequency or ask them to choose options regarding their daily affairs. The 
former questions are of type (c), as in the case of Question 6 A to D. As to Question 6 A 
“Modern Television Viewing: Environment,” an option in the middle “Sometimes” can be 
thought to have a neutral meaning. That is probably why many respondents chose that 
option while few chose the “None of the above” option. The same is true of B, C, and D. 
 
Table 4. Examples of Questions that Produce a Low Middle Option Rate  
 
■Questions with three-level frequency options 

—Modern Television Viewing: A. Environment— 
Question 6A. I turn on the television as soon as I return home 

        Face-to-Face  Mail A   
1. Often   40.8%   39.4 % 
2. Sometimes  22.8   26.9 
3. Almost never  33.1   26.3 
4. None of the above   1.7    6.1 
5. No response   1.5    1.3 

 
■Questions asking about daily affairs 

—Television Viewing Habits: B. Do you watch at a specific time?— 
Question 5B. Do you usually watch television at a specific time? Or does the time when you watch television 
vary? 

        Face-to-Face  Mail A   
1. Usually at a specific time 75.0%  80.8% 
2. Time varies  21.4  13.8 
3. Neither of the above  2.0   4.4 
4. No response   1.5   1.0 
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 When asked about daily affairs, too, few respondents choose the middle option. To take 
as an example Question 5 B (“Television Viewing Habits: Do you watch at a specific 
time?”) few are likely to choose a middle option, presumably because one can answer this 
question one way or the other according to what you do in daily life. Questions about daily 
affairs, however, do not always elicit a low middle option rate. If such questions can be 
answered both ways, they are likely to attract many middle option responses. For example, 
in response to Question 5 A (“Do you often watch television alone? Or do you watch with 
others?”) the response rate to “Neither of the above” is not very low, at 11.4 percent in the 
interview survey and 17.4 percent in Mail A. That is probably because these respondents 
found it difficult to choose either “watching alone” or “watching with other people,” both of 
which apply to their daily behavior. In this way, even in the case of daily affairs, wherever it 
is difficult to choose one or another option, many middle option responses are likely, 
reflecting that difficulty. 
 

V. DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONSES TO OTHER OPTIONS 
WHEN A MIDDLE OPTION IS OR IS NOT PROVIDED 

   
How does the distribution of responses for each question differ between Mail A with a 
middle option provided and Mail B without a middle option? According to Murata and 
Onodera 2010, when a middle option was (was not) provided, the response rate to the other 
options was lower (higher), but there is little change in the balance between the two extreme 
opposite options.4 Responses can also be divided between options with a high response rate 
and those with a low response rate.  
 A closer look at these question items shows that when a middle option was not provided, 
compared with when a middle option was provided, in some cases responses were clustered 
around [skewed to] one option, while in other cases responses were scattered between two 
options. This section will make a summary of relevant results with particular attention given 
to the form of differences in response rates depending on the presence and absence of a 
middle option. 
 
1. Differences in Response Rate to Options Other than a Middle Option 
Table 5 shows differences in response rate to options other than a middle option between 
Mail A (with a middle option provided) and Mail B (without a middle option). The figure is  

4 As for three-level frequency options for the questions of type (c), there are some cases in which the balance 
of the three options of “Often,” “Sometimes,” and “Almost never” tend to differ between Mail A and Mail B. 

  10 

                                                 



based on the results of questions of 
types  (a), (b), and (c), excluding the 
questions of type (d) for which a 
middle option was provided even in 
Mail B. 
 The differences in response rates 
vary widely from small to large 
differences. Presumably that is partly 
because in Mail A, the response rates 
to a middle option differed greatly 
from one question item to another, as 
mentioned in section IV. 
 
2. Cases of Responses Being Concentrated on a Single Option 
When a middle option is not provided, some questions have responses more concentrated on 
a single option, compared with the case when a middle option is provided. Looking at the 
concentrations of response options, we find these options share one of the following 
characteristics as shown by examples in Table 6: 

- Option that seems to be socially preferable 
- Option so ambiguous that it might be taken to be close to a middle option  
- Option in the middle of three-level frequency options 
An example of an option that seems to be socially preferable to choose is Question 22 B 

“Regarding Information: Overload.” A comparison of Mail A and Mail B shows that while 
option (b) is almost equally chosen, option (a) is far more often chosen in Mail B than in 
Mail A. This suggests that in Mail B option (a) was chosen for being a positive, preferable 
option. In Question 5 F, though not cited here, more responses were concentrated on the 
option “Only watch programs I am interested in” than on the other option, “Also watch 
programs I am not interested in,” in Mail B, most likely because the former option was 
considered the preferable option. An example of an ambiguous option that might have been 
taken to have a meaning similar to a middle option is the option “Times rather irregular” in 
response to Question 5 B “Television Viewing Habits: Do you watch at a specific time?” 
That option was more ambiguous than the other option “More or less at a specific time” and 
was noticeably more often chosen in Mail B than in Mail A. 
 In three-level frequency questions, “Sometimes,” the middle of three options, is chosen 
more often in Mail B, as in the case of Question 6 B “Modern Television Viewing: 
Sporadic.” That tendency is found in all questions of type (c) (Question 6 A to D). It can be 

Table 5. Response Differences between Mail B and Mail A 
for Question Types (a), (b), and (c) (Excluding 
middle-option responses and no response) 
 

Mail B – Mail A  
(Differences)  

Number of Options 
(Frequency)  

   -5.0~ -0.1% 6 

  0.0~  4.9 11 

  5.0~  9.9  19  

10.0~14.9  18  

15.0~19.9  12  

20.0~24.9   4  

Total  70  
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presumed that in the case of three-level frequency questions, the option in the middle of 
three options carries a middle, or neutral, meaning and is therefore often chosen in Mail B. 
Moreover, for reasons unknown, the response rate to “Almost never” is lower—and that to 
“Often” is generally higher—in Mail B than in Mail A, although the difference is not 
significant. 
 
 
Table 6. Examples of Questions with Responses Skewed to a Single Option 
 
 
■Option that seems to be a socially preferable option 

—Regarding Information: B. Overload— 
Question 22B: We are able to acquire a variety of information from sources such as television and 
newspapers. Which viewpoint is closest to your feelings? 

           Mail A  Mail B 
1. A variety of information is useful  

when making decisions    48.8%  ＜ 65.3% 
2. There is an excess of various information 

which often makes me confused     33.2   33.5 
3. Neither of the above    16.4    ―   
4. No response     1.6     1.2 

 
■Option so ambiguous as to be taken to have a meaning similar to a middle option 

—Television Viewing Habits: B. Do you watch at a specific time?— 
Question 5B. Do you usually watch television at a specific time? Or does the time when you watch  
television vary? 

1.            Mail A  Mail B 
2. Usually at a specific time   80.8%   81.0%  
3. Time varies    13.8   ＜  18.0 
4. Neither of the above     4.4   ― 
5. No response     1.0    1.0 

 
■Option in the middle of three levels of frequency 

—Modern Television Viewing: Sporadic 
Question 6B: B. I turn on the television and watch only when something interests me. 

1.            Mail A  Mail B 
2. Often     26.8％  29.2％ 
3. Sometimes    36.5 ＜ 43.4 
4. Almost never    27.1  26.1 
5. None of the above     8.4  ― 
6. No response     1.3  1.3 
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3. In the Case of Responses Scattering between Multiple Options 
When a middle option is not provided and responses scatter between multiple options, more 
respondents in Mail A choose a middle option than the other options. In that case there is no 
socially preferable option. Questions with such scattered responses tend to have options that 
are difficult to choose among, such as shown in the cases given in Table 7: 

- Questions that can be answered either way 
- Questions that one rarely thinks about in daily life 

 Question 5 G “Television Viewing Habit: Do you want to watch alone?” is a question 
that can be answered either way, and responses scattered between the two options provided 
in Mail B instead of clustering around the middle option in Mail A. 
 Question 9 C “Benefits of Television: Example for Ways of Living,” too, has responses 
scattering almost equally between “Agree” and “Disagree” in response to the question 
“[Having a television] provides examples for ways of living and behavior.” This question 
calls for an opinion about something one is highly unlikely to think about in daily life, and is 
basically a difficult question to answer either way. The middle option receives the highest 
response rate in Mail A. 
 
 
Table 7. Examples of Questions with Responses Scattered between Multiple Options 
 
 
■Questions of the type that may be answered either way 

—Television Viewing Habits: G. Do you want to watch alone?— 
Question 5G. Do you want to watch television alone? Or do you want to watch with others? 

           Mail A  Mail B 
1. Want to watch alone   37.4%  ＜ 56.8 % 
2. Want to watch with others   22.7  ＜ 41.4 
3. Neither of the above    38.9   ― 
4. No response      1.0    1.8 
 

 
■Questions of the type that treat matters one rarely thinks about in daily life 

—Benefits of Television: C. Example for Ways of Living— 
Question 9C: C. [Having a television] provides examples for ways of living and behavior. 

           Mail A  Mail B 
1. Agree     33.3％ ＜ 52.3％ 
2. Disagree     26.1 ＜ 46.9 
3. Neither of the above    38.6  ― 
4. No response     2.0   0.8 
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VI. CHARACTERISTICS OF RESPONDENTS WHO CHOOSE A MIDDLE OPTION 
 
What kind of people are likely to choose middle options? As found in an international 
comparative survey (Hayashi 1996), Japanese survey respondents have a stronger tendency 
to choose a middle option than those in other countries. Among Japanese are there 
demographic attributes, such as gender or age group, that make respondents more likely to 
prefer a middle option? Do people with specific ideas and leanings tend toward a middle 
option?  
 In Mail A there were a total of 38 question items for each of which a middle option was 
provided. Among people surveyed, 18 respondents, or about 3 percent, chose no middle 
option at all, 27 percent chose one to five middle options, 37 percent six to ten, 22 percent 
eleven to fifteen, and 10 percent from sixteen to twenty-seven. Thus, respondents were 
widely scattered, with neither a small nor large group choosing a particular number of 
middle options. 
 What characteristics do people who choose many middle options share? Let us focus on 
22 respondents who chose 20 to 27 middle options.5 They consist of 14 men and 8 women, 
covering all age groups between 16 and 80, so the connection between gender/age and a 
high middle option rate seems to be weak. There is nothing particularly notable about their 
academic background and occupations, either. None of the respondents lives alone; they all 
live with at least one family member. A look at their responses to the questions shows that, 
concerning the degree of satisfaction with television, for example, they are either “fairly 
satisfied” or “fairly dissatisfied,” and none of them chose either of the two extreme opposite 
options: “completely satisfied” or “completely dissatisfied.” This is not necessarily the case 
with the degree of satisfaction with society (two persons chose “completely dissatisfied) or 
the degree of satisfaction in life (four persons chose “completely satisfied” and one person 
chose “completely dissatisfied). 
 How do respondents’ attributes and their responses to other options affect the number of 
middle options they choose? A multiple regression analysis was performed using as a 
dependent (explained) variable the total number of responses to middle options and Figure 
10 shows the following results. 
 Looking at the Model 1 column of Table 8, we can see that gender and age have no 
significant effect on the responses. Significant negative effect is found with persons living 
alone, “Watch NHK much more,” and “Completely satisfied with current television.” But, 

5 The number of samples for the experimental survey is so small that it is difficult to identify, in the cross 
tabulation, differences by attribute (gender, age, etc.) in terms of numbers of middle options chosen. For 
example, only 67 respondents—10 percent of the entire sample—chose 16 to 27 middle options. So, we will 
focus on only those who chose 20 to 27 middle options.   
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Table 8. Results of Multiple Regression Analysis with Total Number of Responses to Middle Options as 
a Dependent Variable 
 

B:Partial regression coefficient 
Model 1     Model 2 

Men aged 16-39 
Men aged 40-59 
Men aged 60 and over 
Women aged 16-39 
Women aged 40-59 

-.85 
.18 

-.04 
-.47 
.29 

 

 

 

 

-.89 
-.05 
.04 

-.44 
.27 

 

 

 

 

Single persons -1.88 ** -1.93 ** 

Watch NHK much more 
Watch commercial broadcasting much more 

-2.22 
.46 

** 

 

-2.01 
.29 

* 

 
Completely satisfied with current television 
Fairly satisfied with current television 

-2.02 
-.02 

** 

 

-1.76 
.09 

* 

 
Completely satisfied in life 
Fairly satisfied in life 

― 
― 

 

 

-.93 
-1.56 

 
** 

(Constant) 9.20 ** 10.16 ** 

Adjusted R2 .18  .51  

 

 
the adjusted R2 being 0.036, the goodness of fit is not high. A multiple regression analysis 
was also performed for academic background and occupation, but their effect is weak. In 
other words, demographic attributes have little effect, and the number of middle options 
chosen can be said to be influenced by whether the respondent is part of a single-member 
household and by the television-related response items.6  
 In Model 1, “Completely satisfied with current television” has a strong negative effect, 
and that is because it is a television-related item but another possible reason is that it is one 
of two “extreme” opposite response items. So, multiple regression analysis was performed 
for “Completely satisfied in life” and “Fairly satisfied in life.” The results (see Model 2) 
indicate that “Fairly satisfied in life” has a stronger negative effect than “Completely 
satisfied in life”—apparently an “extreme” item. Similar trends were found for some other 
questions, meaning that there are cases in which a response item—such as “Fairly . . .”—that 
seems close to a neutral idea has a stronger negative effect than an “extreme” item. We may 
conclude that respondents who prefer neutral items do not necessarily choose a middle 
option. 

6 When a question is on a topic of interest to specific age groups, the number of middle options chosen is most 
likely to differ by age group. 
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 If the trends of the influence of response items on the selection of middle options as 
seen in Model 1 are examined by looking at individual options, “Often watch [television] 
alone” and “Often select [television programs] myself” each are selected by as high as 90 
percent of “single” persons (there being only 58 such persons, reliability is low). Almost no 
single persons (1 to 2 persons) selected the middle option “Neither of the above.” 
 People who “watch NHK much more” tend to see television in a positive light. Regarding 
the benefits of television, most of them chose “Agree” in response to the question items 
“Routine and rhythms,” “Examples for ways of living,” “Comprehension of opinions,” and 
“Alternative experience,” while few chose “Neither of the above” [i.e., neither Agree nor 
Disagree]. For almost all the questions, they chose either fewer than or as few as the number 
of middle options chosen by people who do not “watch NHK much more.” They chose more 
middle options for only two question items: Q22 C “I don’t mind spending a substantial 
amount of money in order to acquire useful information” and Q23 B “People’s opinions are 
often swayed in accordance with information conveyed through mass communication 
without realizing its effect on them.” 
 People who feel “Completely satisfied with current television”—their number was only 
75 and therefore reliability is low here, too—tend to answer yes when asked if they are 
absorbed in television. They also chose many positive options in response to the questions 
about the benefits of television. For almost all the questions, they chose either fewer than or 
as few as the number of middle options chosen by people who do not feel “Completely 
satisfied with current television.” 
 Although gender and age did not affect the number of middle options chosen, individual 
questions were analyzed by gender and age. Age groups vary in their responses to middle 
options depending on questions, and no consistent trends were observed. 
 
We have examined the connection between the number of chosen middle options and the 
attributes of respondents and the content of questions. People tend to choose middle options 
not because of their personal attributes, it has been found, but are likely to select such 
options depending on whether they are in the situation relevant to the questions or whether 
they have their opinions and positions about what is being asked. In the surveys used for this 
study, many television-related questions are included; so are questions that respondents of 
single-person households would answer similarly. These had an effect on the survey results. 
Generally, it was found, respondents do not select middle options offhandedly or with little 
thought, but when they do select them they tend to select the options closest to their own 
opinion.   
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VII. CONCLUSIONS 

 
In the mail survey, when middle options are provided, people who have their own opinions 
and positions about the topics in question are likely to choose fewer middle options than 
other people; they do not select middle options easily but consider them as carefully as other 
options. There is no tendency to select middle options differently by age group or gender, 
unless the themes in question are interesting to the respondent by gender or age group. 
 In mail surveys, respondents’ responses cannot be sorted by middle options the way 
they are sorted by the interviewer in the face-to-face survey. In mail surveys middle options 
are not chosen offhandedly, but can be considered an expression of respondents’ views. 
 As the present analysis shows, the meaning of the selection of middle options differs 
depending on the question, such as whether the question can be answered either way and 
whether it is on a topic the respondent does not think about in daily life. These are 
significant points public opinion researchers must bear in mind when they design 
questionnaires. 
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Simple Tabulation of Responses to Middle Options by Question Type (a) 
to (d): Comparison of Interview and Mail Results of “The Japanese and 
Television 2010” Surveys 
 
Notes: 
・The questions listed are those used for the mail survey.  
・Results in the case of options provided are highlighted in boldface type. 
・Numbers shown in the table are the number of responses for each response option, 

divided by the total number of valid responses for each survey, displayed as a percentage 
(%) (rounded to the second decimal place). 

・The bar shown in the results column shows that there were no response options.  
・The greater-than and less-than signs in the table indicate statistical test results from a 

comparison of Mail A and Mail B (95% confidence level).   
 

  18 



Type (a): No list of questions and response options used 
 
Television Viewing Habits: A. Do you watch alone? 
Question 5A: Please answer the following series of questions on your television viewing 
habits. (Circle one response for each question from A to H) 
A: Do you often watch television alone? Or do you often watch with other people?  

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Often watch alone 42.5  43.2  ＜ 50.3  % 
2. Often watch with others 44.6  38.6  ＜ 48.8   
3. Neither of the above 11.4  17.4   ―  
4. No response 1.5  0.8    0.8   

 
Television Viewing Habits: B. Do you watch at a specific time? 
Question 5B: B. Do you usually watch television at a specific time? Or does the time when 
you watch television vary? 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Usually at a specific time 75.0  80.8   81.0  % 
2. Time varies 21.4  13.8  ＜ 18.0   
3. Neither of the above 2.0  4.4    ―  
4. No response 1.5  1.0    1.0   

 
Television Viewing Habits: C. Do you select programs yourself? 
Question 5C: C. Do you often personally select the programs that you view? Or do other 
people often select the programs? 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Often select myself 61.6  66.2  ＜ 79.7  % 
2. Often selected by others 20.7  15.1   19.3   
3. Neither of the above 15.8  18.1    ―  
4. No response 1.9  0.7    1.0   

 
Television Viewing Habits: D. Do you manage your time for watching television? 
Question 5D: D. Do you often manage your time so that you are able to watch television? Or 
do you almost never manage your viewing time? 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Often 20.8  24.0   27.6  % 
2. Almost never 66.7  53.5  ＜ 71.1   
3. Neither of the above 10.4  21.7    ―  
4. No response 2.0  0.8    1.3   

 
Television Viewing Habits: E. Do you become engrossed?  
Question 5E: E. Do you often become engrossed when viewing television? Or do you almost 
never become engrossed? 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Often 43.5  39.7  ＜ 55.4  % 
2. Almost never 39.4  28.1  ＜ 43.1   
3. Neither of the above 15.4  31.4    ―  
4. No response 1.7  0.8    1.5   
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Television Viewing Habits: F. Do you only watch programs which interest you? 
Question 5F: F. Do you only watch television programs which interest you? Or do you also 
watch programs which are not of particular interest?  

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Only watch programs which I am 
interested in 60.0  57.1  ＜ 70.3  % 

2. Also watch programs which I am 
not interested in 27.7  25.6   28.7   

3. Neither of the above 10.4  16.6    ―  
4. No response 1.8  0.7    1.0   

 
Television Viewing Habits: G. Do you want to watch alone? 
Question 5G: G. Do you want to watch television alone? Or do you want to watch with 
others? 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Want to watch alone 36.3  37.4  ＜ 56.8  % 
2. Want to watch with others 30.1  22.7  ＜ 41.4   
3. Neither of the above 31.2  38.9    ―  
4. No response 2.4  1.0    1.8   

 
Television Viewing Habits: H. Do you feel uneasy unless the television is on?  
Question 5H: H. Do you feel uneasy unless the television is on? Or do you not experience 
such feelings of uneasiness? 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Feel uneasy 16.6  19.2  ＜ 24.1  % 
2. Don’t feel uneasy 76.1  68.1  ＜ 74.9   
3. Neither of the above 5.6  11.2    ―  
4. No response 1.6  1.5    1.0   

 
Channel Surfing 
Question 7: Do you often channel surf using the remote control? Or do you almost never 
channel surf? (Circle one) 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Often 34.9  37.8  ＜ 43.7  % 
2. Almost never 52.6  40.1  ＜ 52.8   
3. Neither of the above 10.4  19.4    ―  
4. Do not own a remote control 0.3  1.1  ＜ 3.0  
5. No response 1.8  1.6    0.5   

 
Family Communication 
Question 16: Do you think that you talk a lot with your family in everyday life? Or do you 
think you do not? (Circle one) 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 65.8  57.6  ＜ 68.0  % 
2. Disagree 16.0  16.1  ＜ 25.7   
3. Neither of the above 12.8  21.2    ―  
4. I have no family 3.7  4.8   6.1   
5. No response 1.7  0.3    0.2   
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Degree of Response: A. Selection  
Question 26A: This section contains questions about your personality. Please select one 
answer for questions A and B. 
A. When you desire something, do you search until you are satisfied? (Circle one) 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Yes 43.4  44.7  ＜ 52.6  % 
2. No 38.9  26.3  ＜ 46.7   
3. Neither of the above 15.1  28.6    ―  
4. No response 2.6  0.5    0.7   

 
Degree of Response: B. Instant Satisfaction  
Question 26B:  B. Are you disturbed when something that you desire cannot be obtained 
immediately? (Circle one) 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Yes 14.6  18.9   23.3  % 
2. No 70.1  57.6  ＜ 76.1   
3. Neither of the above 12.5  22.5    ―  
4. No response 2.8  1.0    0.7   

 
 
 
Type (b): Only questions provided ; response options not provided 
 
Benefits of Television: A. Daily Information  
Question 9A: This section contains questions on the relationship between television and 
your lifestyle. Please answer items A to H listed below. (Circle one response for each 
question from A to H) 
Having a television  
A. makes it possible to obtain essential information for daily life. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 73.1  68.6  ＜ 76.1  % 
2. Disagree 15.0  10.2  ＜ 23.4   
3. Neither of the above 9.5  19.5    ―  
4. No response 2.4  1.6    0.5   

 
Benefits of Television: B. Routine and Rhythms  
Question 9B: B. provides a source of routine or rhythm in daily activities. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 44.1  48.8  ＜ 59.1  % 
2. Disagree 40.8  25.1  ＜ 40.1   
3. Neither of the above 12.7  23.8    ―  
4. No response 2.4  2.3  ＞ 0.8   

 
Benefits of Television: C. Example for Ways of Living  
Question 9C: C. provides examples for ways of living and behavior. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 43.4  33.3  ＜ 52.3  % 
2. Disagree 33.7  26.1  ＜ 46.9   
3. Neither of the above 19.9  38.6    ―  
4. No response 3.0  2.0    0.8   
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Benefits of Television: D. Center of Family Communication  
Question 9D: D. is useful for family communication. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 64.7  60.6  ＜ 73.6  % 
2. Disagree 20.1  11.8  ＜ 25.6   
3. Neither of the above 12.2  25.5    ―  
4. No response 3.0  2.1    0.8   

 
Benefits of Television: E. Conversational Topics  
Question 9E: E. makes it possible to obtain conversational topics. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 75.1  71.1  ＜ 83.7  % 
2. Disagree 14.4  8.0  ＜ 15.7   
3. Neither of the above 8.0  19.0    ―  
4. No response 2.4  1.8    0.7   

 
Benefits of Television: F. Comprehension of Opinions  
Question 9F: F. makes it possible to comprehend a variety of opinions and ways of thinking.  

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 74.6  65.2  ＜ 85.6  % 
2. Disagree 10.5  8.0  ＜ 13.7   
3. Neither of the above 12.0  24.8    ―  
4. No response 3.0  2.0  ＞ 0.7   

 
Benefits of Television: G. Alternative Experience  
Question 9G: G. makes it possible to get a various experiences vicariously. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 55.4  51.2  ＜ 63.2  % 
2. Disagree 26.9  19.0  ＜ 36.0   
3. Neither of the above 13.6  27.6    ―  
4. No response 4.1  2.1    0.8   

 
Benefits of Television: H. Conversation Partner  
Question 9H: H. is a substitute for a partner in conversation. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 17.4  18.1  ＜ 25.7  % 
2. Disagree 70.7  62.1  ＜ 73.3   
3. Neither of the above 9.1  18.1    ―  
4. No response 2.9  1.8    1.0   
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Regarding Information: A. Effectiveness 
Question 22A: We are able to acquire information of great variety from sources such as 
television and newspapers. Items A to C listed below provide positive and negative 
viewpoints. Which viewpoint is closest to you feel? (Select one response for each question 
from A to C) 
A. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Option 1: Offers a large amount of 
information I am happy to know 
about 

70.8  66.5  ＜ 77.4 
% 

2. Option 2: Offers a large amount of 
information that is not particularly 
useful 

18.5  13.0  ＜ 20.8 
 

3. Neither of the above 6.7  19.2    ―  
4. No response 4.0  1.3    1.8   

 
Regarding Information: B. Excess 
B：Excess 
Question 22B: B. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Option 1: A variety of information 
is useful when making decisions 52.8  48.8  ＜ 65.3 % 

2. Option 2: The excess of various 
information often makes me 
confused 

35.9  33.2   33.5 
 

3. Neither of the above 6.8  16.4    ―  
4. No response 4.6  1.6    1.2   

 
Regarding Information: C. Value  
C：Value 
Question 22C: C. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Option 1: I don’t mind spending a 
substantial amount of money in 
order to acquire useful information 

16.5     8.7  ＜ 13.5 
% 

2. Option 2: I don’t want to spend a 
substantial amount of money on 71.8  68.6  ＜ 85.0  

3. Neither of the above 6.9  20.4    ―  
4. No response 4.8  2.3    1.5  

 
Mass Communication: A. Convey Facts?  
Question 23A: What is your opinion regarding the views in A to C listed below? (Circle one 
response for each question from A to C) 
A. The information conveyed by mass communication is almost entirely based on facts. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 25.5  20.4  ＜ 35.6  % 
2. Disagree 52.3  41.2  ＜ 63.4   
3. Neither of the above 17.6  37.8    ―  
4. No response 4.6  0.7    1.0   
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Mass Communication: B. Mass Communication Inducement 
Question 23B: B. People’s opinions are often swayed in accordance with information 
conveyed through mass communication without realizing its effect on them. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 75.3  74.5  ＜ 83.7  % 
2. Disagree 10.9  7.4  ＜ 15.5   
3. Neither of the above 9.1  17.1    ―  
4. No response 4.7  1.0    0.8   

 
Television Characteristics: C. Sense of Reality 
Question 23C: C. Watching television gives me a sense of realism, as if I am actually 
viewing or hearing the contents. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Agree 36.9  30.0  ＜ 45.9  % 
2. Disagree 39.8  37.4  ＜ 53.1   
3. Neither of the above 18.7  31.0    ―  
4. No response 4.6  1.5    1.0   

 
Orientation of Interest: A. Work or Leisure?  
Question 25A: On a different subject, when comparing Option 1 and Option 2 as listed in A 
to C below, which one interests you most? (Select one response for each question from A to 
C) 
A. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Option 1: Work (housework) or 
studying 47.7  35.8  ＜ 46.9  % 
2. Option 2: Hobbies or leisure 39.4  38.6  ＜ 51.7   
3. Neither of the above 9.4  24.0    ―  
4. No response 3.5  1.6    1.5   

 
Orientation of Interest: B. Self or Society?  
Question 25B: B. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Option 1: Personal lifestyle 71.5  62.9  ＜ 72.6  % 
2. Option 2: Society 18.0  18.4  ＜ 25.9   
3. Neither of the above 7.0  17.1    ―  
4. No response 3.5  1.6    1.5   

 
Orientation of Interest: C. Future or Present?  
Question 25C: C. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Option 1: Future 33.7  38.3   43.2  % 
2. Option 2: Present 55.4  40.6  ＜ 55.3   
3. Neither of the above 7.2  18.4    ―  
4. No response 3.7  2.8    1.5   
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Type (c): Response options are provided, but no middle option 
 
Modern Television Viewing: A. Environment 
Question 6A: Do your television viewing habits coincide with the behaviors listed below? 
Which of the following apply? (Circle one response for each question from A to D) 
A. I turn on the television as soon as I return home 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Often 40.8  39.4   41.6  % 
2. Sometimes 22.8  26.9  ＜ 32.2   
3. Almost never 33.1  26.3   25.1   
4. Neither of the above 1.7  6.1    ―  
5. No response 1.5  1.3    1.2   

 
Modern Television Viewing: Sporadic 
Question 6B: B. I turn on the television and watch only when something interests me. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Often 30.3  26.8   29.2  % 
2. Sometimes 32.6  36.5  ＜ 43.4   
3. Almost never 32.5  27.1   26.1   
4. Neither of the above 2.1  8.4    ―  
5. No response 2.5  1.3    1.3   

 
Modern Television Viewing: C. Reference  
Question 6C: C. I watch while comparing with other programs and information regarding 
the broad cast. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Often 15.6  14.4  ＜ 19.5  % 
2. Sometimes 21.1  30.5  ＜ 38.1   
3. Almost never 57.8  44.8   41.1   
4. Neither of the above 2.5  9.2    ―  
5. No response 3.0  1.0    1.3   

 
Modern Television Viewing: D. Identification 
Question 6D: D. I make humorous or critical comments on the programs while watching. 

 
Face to face 

 
Mail A   Mail B  

1. Often 10.3  12.0   11.4  % 
2. Sometimes 24.5  35.6  ＜ 45.4   
3. Almost never 62.0  45.8   42.1   
4. Neither of the above 1.2  4.3    ―  
5. No response 2.0  2.3    1.2   
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Type (d): Response options are provided including a middle option 
 
Image of Television Influence: A. Critical Thinking Ability 
Question 11A: This section contains questions on the influence of television. Select the 
response which is closest to your opinion from A to E listed below. (Circle one response for 
each question A to E) 
A. Television has ________ people’s ability to think critically. 

 
Face to face   Mail A   Mail B  

1. Strengthened 34.2   29.9   27.6  % 
2. Weakened 14.1   22.8   20.3   
3. Neither of the above 47.5   45.5  ＜ 51.7   
4. No response 4.2    1.8  ＞ 0.5   

 
Image of Television Influence: B. Standardization  
Question 11B: B. Television has ___________ people’s lifestyles. 

 
Face to face   Mail A   Mail B  

1. Individualized 11.6   9.5   10.4  % 
2. Standardized 37.3   48.3   48.3   
3. Neither of the above 45.2   39.7   40.8   
4. No response 5.9    2.5  ＞ 0.5   

 
Image of Television Influence: C. Violence  
Question 11C: C. Television has _________ delinquency and violence among youth. 

 
Face to face   Mail A   Mail B  

1. Curbed 8.1   9.2  ＞ 3.6  % 
2. Aggravated 35.0   35.3   37.5   
3. Neither of the above 51.9   53.5   58.6   
4. No response 5.0    2.0  ＞ 0.3   

 
Image of Television Influence: D. Material or Spiritual  
Question 11D: D. Television made people prioritize _____________. 

 
Face to face   Mail A   Mail B  

1. Spiritual wealth 25.1   16.3   18.0  % 
2. Material wealth 26.1   33.7   30.9   
3. Neither of the above 43.8   48.3   50.5   
4. No response 5.0    1.8    0.7   

 
 
Image of Television Influence: E. Interest in Politics and Society  
Question 11E: E. Television has ___________ people’s interest in politics and society. 

 
Face to face   Mail A   Mail B  

1. Strengthened 72.3   68.6   66.2  % 
2. Weakened 2.6   5.7   4.1   
3. Neither of the above 21.4   24.1   29.0   
4. No response 3.7    1.5    0.7   
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