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Background

• Consumer Assessment of Healthcare Providers and 

Systems (CAHPS)

• Original goal to develop standardized patient surveys used to 

compare results over time and across providers

• Now used nationally to report on quality of care

• Consumers/patients report on and evaluate their 

experiences 

• Access to care

• Communication with providers



The Study

• CAHPS Clinician & Group Survey

• Goal was to help evaluate a university health 

center (and conduct some methodological tests)

• Total of 10,000 cases/12 different survey 

formats

• Overall Study RR= 57% (including telephone)

• Overall Mail RR = 43%

• Standard 3-contact mail protocol

• Field period: September 2011 – March 2012



The Standard
• 12 pages

• Front and back covers

• Instructions on the 

inside front cover

• 8 pages of questions

• 12 point type

• Lots and lots of white 

space



Test A (condensed)

• 4 pages

• No front and back cover 

pages

• Instructions at the top 

of the 1st page

• 11 point font

• Kept vertical response 

options (except Yes/No)



Test B (horizontal columns)

• 4 pages

• No front and back cover 

pages

• Instructions at the top 

of the 1st page

• 11 point font

• Horizontal Yes/No

• Responses of 4 or more 

banked (in 2 columns) –

to be read horizontally



Sample Characteristics

Standard

Test A 

(condensed)

Test B

(columns) 

Male 40% 45% 35%

Age 55+ 43% 49% 44%

White 

Non-Hispanic 69% 68% 73%

Education 

(Less than college) 37% 25% 25%



Response Rates

Original 

Sample

Eligible 

Sample
Completed

Response 

Rate

Standard 2100 2040 923 45%

Test A

(condensed)
500 490 218 44%

Test B

(columns)
500 492 184 37%



Expectations

• Cost less

• Lower response rate

• More skip problems

• Difference in answers



The Standard

Percent answering 

“Always” (Top Box)

81.6%



Test A (condensed)

Percent answering 

“Always” (Top Box)

75.9%*
*p=.044

Standard: 81.6% said “always”



Test B (horizontal columns)

Percent answering 

“Always” (Top Box)

87.0%*
*p=.044

Standard: 81.6% said “always”



Differences in “Top Box” scores 
for the 18 Never-Always questions

Question Standard 
Test A 

(condensed) 

Test B 
(columns) 

Standard 

& 

Test A 

Standard 

& 

Test B 
Q6 55.3 53.8 56.3 .45 .48 

Q9 49.9 54.7 53.7 .17 .23 

Q12 38.6 27.8 36.1 .15 .47 

Q14 49.7 48.1 66.7 .45 .00** 

Q16 44.2 18.2 54.5 .10* .38 

Q18 70.4 55.2 73.6 .02** .39 

Q20 41.7 42.3 42.0 .46 .50 

Q22 81.6 75.9 87.0 .04** .05** 

Q23 77.4 72.9 84.5 .10* .02** 

Q25 75.3 70.2 79.9 .09* .13 

Q26 65.8 59.7 71.0 .06* .10* 

Q27 81.5 77.2 85.0 .10* .15 

Q28 75.8 72.4 82.4 .18 .03** 

Q30 67.9 63.9 69.7 .19 .37 

Q37 48.7 41.8 61.3 .10* .01** 

Q43 36.0 35.9 42.0 .54 .15 

Q49 42.4 42.1 46.0 .50 .21 

Q50 60.1 64.5 65.2 .14 .11 

 



Group Comparisons
Significant differences in Top Box Scores

Groups Compared

# of items with 

significant differences

p value <= .10 p value <=.05

Standard and Test A 6/18 2/18

Standard and Test B 1/18 5/18



Trends

Question Standard 
Test A 

(condensed) 

Q6 55.3 53.8 

Q9 49.9 54.7 

Q12 38.6 27.8 

Q14 49.7 48.1 

Q16 44.2 18.2 

Q18 70.4 55.2 

Q20 41.7 42.3 

Q22 81.6 75.9 

Q23 77.4 72.9 

Q25 75.3 70.2 

Q26 65.8 59.7 

Q27 81.5 77.2 

Q28 75.8 72.4 

Q30 67.9 63.9 

Q37 48.7 41.8 

Q43 36.0 35.5 

Q49 42.4 42.1 

Q50 60.1 64.5 

 

Test B 
(columns) 

56.3 

53.7 

36.1 

66.7 

54.5 

73.6 

42.0 

87.0 

84.5 

79.9 

71.0 

85.0 

82.4 

69.7 

61.3 

42.0 

46.0 

65.2 

 

In 15 of 18 Qs, 

fewer Rs

said “always” 

In 17 of 18 Qs, 

more Rs

said “always” 



Q: Why is this happening?

Standard

Test B

(columns)



More evidence

5.3%

4.9%

10.6 %



But why this?

81.6%

75.9%

Standard

Test A

(condensed)



What did we learn about a 4 page survey

• Cost

• Less expensive & is easier to field

• Response Rate

• Lower response rate

• Findings – Different top box scores

• Condensed version (fewer Rs gave “top” scores)

• Horizontal columns (more Rs gave “top” scores)

• No differences when controlling for age, gender, or 

education



What do we need 

to be able to answer?

• More analysis of current data

• Test composite scores

• Need to figure out how people are looking 

at the answer choices (eye-tracking 

software, please?)

• More methodological testing

• Compare horizontal & vertical columns



Conclusion



Maybe not always, but for now…

bigger IS better *

* when fielding a CAHPS survey



Thank you
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