Questionnaire Design

General Considerations 

1- Design the questionnaire to fit the medium. Phone interviews cannot show pictures.  People responding to mail or Web surveys cannot easily ask “What exactly do you mean by that?” if they do not understand a question. Intimate, personal questions are sometimes best handled by mail or computer, where anonymity is most assured.

2- Do not combine survey mediums. If you used one method in the past and need to compare results, stick to that method, unless there is a compelling reason to change. A mail survey will often not give the same answers as the same survey done by phone or in person.  

3- KISS - keep it short and simple. If you present a 20-page questionnaire most potential respondents will give up in horror before even starting. 
4- Ask yourself what you will do with the information from each question.  If you cannot give yourself a satisfactory answer, leave it out.  Avoid the temptation to add a few more questions just because you are doing a questionnaire anyway

5- Start with an introduction or welcome message.  In the case of mail or Web questionnaires, this message can be in a cover page or on the questionnaire form itself.  If you are sending emails put your main introduction or welcome message in the email.
6- When practical, state who you are and why you want the information in the survey.  A good introduction or welcome message will encourage people to complete your questionnaire.

7- Allow a “Don't Know” or “Not Applicable” response to all questions, except to those in which you are certain that all respondents will have a clear answer.  these are necessary alternatives to avoid frustrated respondents.  
  Respondents who feel they are being coerced into giving an answer they do not want to give often do not complete the questionnaire. For example, many people will abandon a questionnaire that asks them to specify their income, without offering a "decline to state" choice. 

8- For the same reason, include “Other” or “None” whenever either of these is a logically possible answer.  When the answer choices are a list of possible opinions, preferences, or behaviors, you should usually allow these answers.

On paper, computer direct and Internet surveys these four choices should appear as appropriate.  You may want to combine two or more of them into one choice, if you have no interest in distinguishing between them.  You will rarely want to include “Don't Know,” “Not Applicable,” “Other” or “None” in a list of choices being read over the telephone or in person, but you should allow the interviewer the ability to accept them when given by respondents.

Question Types 

Surveyors use three basic types of questions: 
Multiple choices

What is your education level?

□ High School

□ Associates

□ Graduate

□ Post Graduate

□ Doctoral

□ None

 Numeric open end
How much time did you spend in reading the instructions?.....

 Text open end (sometimes called "verbatims")
What aspects of the documentation needs immediate improvement?.... 
Rating Scales and Agreement Scales Questions:

How would you rate this documentation:

□ Excellent

□ Good

□ Fair

□ Poor 

On a scale, where ‘10’ means you have a greater amount of interest in this line of products and ‘1’ means you have none at all, how would you rate your interest in the following products:

□ Plasma TV

□ LCD TV

□ Digital TV

□ Plasma TV with HD

□ Plasma TV with ED

□ LCD TV with HD

□ LCD TV with ED

Question and Answer Choice Order 

There are two broad issues to keep in mind when considering question and answer choice order.  One is how the question and answer choice order can encourage people to complete your survey.  The other issue is how the order of questions or the order of answer choices could affect the results of your survey.

1- Ideally, the early questions in a survey should be easy and pleasant to answer.  These kinds of questions encourage people to continue the survey.  In telephone or personal interviews they help build rapport with the interviewer.  
2- Grouping together questions on the same topic also makes the questionnaire easier to answer. 
3- Whenever possible leave difficult or sensitive questions until near the end of your survey.  Any rapport that has been built up will make it more likely people will answer these questions.  If people quit at that point anyway, at least they will have answered most of your questions.
4- Answer choice order can make individual questions easier or more difficult to answer.  Whenever there is a logical or natural order to answer choices, use it.

5- Always present agree-disagree choices in that order.  Presenting them in disagree-agree order will seem odd.  For the same reason, positive to negative and excellent to poor scales should be presented in those orders.  When using numeric rating scales higher numbers should mean a more positive or more agreeing answer.

30 Other Tips 

1- Keep the questionnaire as short as possible. More people will complete a shorter questionnaire, regardless of the interviewing method. If a question is not necessary, do not include it.  
2- Start with a Title (e.g., Leisure Activities Survey). 
3- Always include a short introduction - who you are and why you are doing the survey. 
4- If you are asking about different brands, it is often a good idea to give the name of the research company rather than the client (e.g., XYZ Research Agency rather than the manufacturer of the product/ service being surveyed). 
5- Many firms create a separate research company name (even if it is only a direct phone line to the research department) to disguise themselves. This is to avoid possible bias, since people rarely like to criticize someone to their face and are much more open to a third party. 
6- In some cases, though, it may help to mention the client. If you are surveying members of an organization, the members may be more likely to respond if they think the organization is asking their opinions on how it can best meet their needs. The same could be true when you are surveying users of a particular service. 
7- Reassure your respondent that his or her responses will not be revealed to your client, but only combined with many others to learn about overall attitudes. 
8- Include a cover letter with all mail surveys. 
The most effective cover letters and invitations include the following elements: Ask the recipient to take the survey. Explain why taking it will improve some aspect of the recipient's life (it will help improve a product, make an organization better meet their needs, make their opinions heard). Appeal to the recipient's sense of altruism ("please help"). Ask the recipient again to take the survey. 

9- Describe how to return the questionnaire. Include the name and telephone number of someone the respondent can call if they have any questions. 
10- Include instructions on how to complete the survey itself.

11- Number mail questionnaires on each page and include the return address on the questionnaire itself, because pages and envelopes can be separated from each other.
12-  Envelopes should have return postage prepaid. Using a postage stamp often increases response rates, but is expensive, since you must stamp every envelope - not just the returned ones. 
13- You may want to leave a space for the respondent to add their name and title. Some people will put in their names, making it possible for you to recontact them for clarification or follow-up questions. 
14- Indicate that filling in their name is optional. If the questions are sensitive in nature, do not have a space for a name. Some people would become suspicious and not complete the survey. 
15- If the survey contains commercially sensitive material, ask a "security" question up front to find whether the respondent or any member of his family, household or any close friend works in the industry being surveyed. If so, terminate the interview immediately. They (or family or friends) may work for the company that commissioned the survey - or for a competitor. In either case, they are not representative and should be eliminated. 
16- After the security question, start with general questions. As a rule, start from general attitudes to the class of products, through brand awareness, purchase patterns, specific product usage to questions on specific problems (i.e., work from "What types of coffee have you bought in the last three months" to "Do you recall seeing a special offer on your last purchase of Brand X coffee?"). 
17- if possible put the most important questions into the first half of the survey. If a person gives up half way through, at least you have the most important information. 
18- Make sure you include all the relevant alternatives as answer choices. Leaving out a choice can give misleading results. For example, a number of recent polls that ask Americans if they support the death penalty "Yes" or "No" have found 70-75% of the respondents choosing ”Yes.”  Polls that offer the choice between the death penalty and life in prison without the possibility of parole show support for the death penalty at about 50-60%. Polls that offer the alternatives of the death penalty or life in prison without the possibility of parole, with the inmates working in prison to pay restitution to their victims’ families have found support for the death penalty closer to 30%. 
So what is the true level of support for the death penalty? The lowest figure is probably truest, since it represents the percentage that favor that option regardless of the alternative offered. The need to include all relevant alternatives is not limited to political polls. You can get misleading data anytime you leave out alternatives.

19- Do not put two questions into one. Avoid questions such as "Do you buy frozen meat and frozen fish?" A "Yes" answer can mean the respondent buys meat or fish or both. Similarly with a question such as "Have you ever bought Product X and, if so, did you like it?" A "No" answer can mean "never bought" or "bought and disliked." 
20- Be as specific as possible. "Do you ever buy pasta?" can include someone who once bought some in 1990. It does not tell you whether the pasta was dried, frozen or canned and may include someone who had pasta in a restaurant. It is better to say "Have you bought pasta (other than in a restaurant) in the last three months?" "If yes, was it frozen, canned or dried?" Few people can remember what they bought more than three months ago unless it was a major purchase such as an automobile or appliance. 
21- Avoid emotionally charged words or leading questions that point towards a certain answer. You will get different answers from asking "What do you think of the XYZ proposal?" than from "What do you think of the Republican XYZ proposal?" The word "Republican" in the second question would cause some people to favor or oppose the proposal based on their feelings about Republicans, rather than about the proposal itself. It is very easy to create bias in a questionnaire. This is another good reason to test it before going ahead. 
22- If you are comparing different products to find preferences, give each one a neutral name or reference. Do not call one "A" and the second one "B." This immediately brings images of A grades and B grades to mind, with the former being seen as superior to the latter. It is better to give each a "neutral" reference such "M" or "N" that do not have as strong a quality difference image. 
23- Avoid technical terms and acronyms, unless you are absolutely sure that respondents know they mean. LAUTRO, AGI, GPA, EIEIO (Life Assurance and Unit Trust Regulatory Organization, Adjusted Gross Income, Grade Point Average and Engineering Information External Inquiries Officer) are all well-known acronyms to people in those particular fields, but very few people would understand all of them. If you must use an acronym, spell it out the first time it is used. 
24- Make sure your questions accept all the possible answers. A question like "Do you use regular or premium gas in your car?" does not cover all possible answers. The owner may alternate between both types. The question also ignores the possibility of diesel or electric-powered cars. A better way of asking this question would be "Which type(s) of fuel do you use in your cars?" The responses allowed might be: 

	Regular gasoline 
Premium gasoline 
Diesel 
Other 
Do not have a car


If you want only one answer from each person, ensure that the options are mutually exclusive. For example: 

     In which of the following do you live? 

	A house 
An apartment
The suburbs


This question ignores the possibility of someone living in a house or an apartment in the suburbs.

25- Be sure any rating scale labels are meaningful. For example: 

     What do you think about product X? 

	It's the best on the market 
It's about average
It's the worst on the market


A question phrased like the one above will force most answers into the middle category, resulting in very little usable information. 
26- Leave your demographic questions (age, gender, income, education, etc.) until the end of the questionnaire. By then the interviewer should have built a rapport with the interviewee that will allow honest responses to such personal questions. Mail and Internet questionnaires should do the same, although the rapport must be built by good question design, rather than personality.  
27- Do not have an interviewer ask a respondent's gender, unless they really have no idea.  Have the interviewer fill in the answer themselves.  

28- Paper questionnaires requiring text answers, should always leave sufficient space for handwritten answers. Lines should be about half-an-inch (one cm.) apart. The number of lines you should have depends on the question. Three to five lines are average.  

29- Leave a space at the end of a questionnaire entitled "Other Comments." Sometimes respondents offer casual remarks that are worth their weight in gold and cover some area you did not think of, but which respondents consider critical. Many products have a wide range of secondary uses that the manufacturer knows nothing about but which could provide a valuable source of extra sales if approached properly. 
In one third world market, a major factor in the sale of candles was the ability to use the spent wax as floor polish - but the manufacturer only discovered this by a chance remark. 

30- Look at the following layouts and decide which you would prefer to use: 

    Do you agree, disagree or have no opinion that this company has:

	A good vacation policy - agree/not sure/disagree.
Good management feedback - agree/not sure/disagree.
Good medical insurance - agree/not sure/disagree.
High wages - agree/not sure/disagree.


An alternative layout is:    

    Do you agree, disagree or are not sure that this company has: 

Top of Form

	
	 Agree 
	Not Sure
	Disagree 
	

	   A good vacation policy
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	   Good management feedback
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	   Good medical insurance
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	   High wages
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Bottom of Form

The second example shows the answer choices in neat columns and has more space between the lines.  It is easier to read.   The numbers in the second example will also speed data entry, if you are using a paper questionnaire. 

Surveys are a mixture of science and art, and a good researcher will save their cost many times over by knowing how to ask the correct questions. 
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