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Overview

► Survey vs. questionnaire 

► Getting started with a survey

► Survey modes

► Anatomy of a question 

► Guidelines for forming questions

► Pre-existing measures

► Formatting tips

► Testing questions
Internet, Phone, Mail, and Mixed Mode 

Surveys: The Tailored Design Method 

4th ed. Dillman et al. (Wiley, 2014)



Learning Objectives

1. Define common survey modes (pros and cons of 

interviewer administered vs. self-administered, aural vs. 

visual communication)

2. Describe how to structure open- and closed-ended 

questions using best practices

3. Describe how visual design of a survey can increase 

response rates



Survey vs. 

Questionnaire



Questionnaire

► The measure of opinions or 

experiences of a group of people 

through the asking of questions

► Responses to the questions asked are 

analyzed to draw a conclusion

► Encompasses all aspects of the 

research process (survey construction, 

sampling method, data collection, 

response analysis, etc.)

► A set of printed or written questions 

with a choice of answers

► Does not utilize collected data for the 

purpose of statistical analysis

► Limited use cases for stand alone 

questionnaires

► A tool to be used for a survey (the list 

of questions used when conducting a 

survey) 

Survey questionnaire

Survey



Getting Started



Consider…

► Purpose of your survey:

► Research Objective – general contribution to knowledge and how it 

connects to previous research

► Research Questions – specific questions this survey will answer about 

your specific population

► The more specific the research questions the easier it is to develop the 
instrument

► What you want to measure determines how you measure it

► Facts or demographics, attitudes and opinions, behaviors and events

► Single vs. multiple survey items

► Use research questions to inform measurement objectives chart



Concept/domain
Specific measurement 

objectives
Operational definition

Level of 

measurement

Food security status Classifying level of food 

security

Self-reported food security status 

from responses to each question 

in the USDA 6-item food security 

scale

Ordinal or binary 

responses 

Stress/mental health 

indicators

Experience of mental 

health indicators

Self-reported experience of 

feeling each of 7 indicators over 

the past 12 months (Martinez et 

al., 2018)

Ordinal (5 point 

scale)

Measurement Objectives Chart



Survey Modes

INTERVIEWER-ADMINISTERED VS. SELF-ADMINISTERED

AURAL VS. VISUAL COMMUNICATION



Interviewer-administered

Cons

o Social desirability bias

o Interviewer bias

o Sensitive questions/topics

o Cost

Pros

▪ Motivate and assist 
respondent

▪ Probe

▪ Can work well among low-
literacy respondents 



Self-administered

Cons

o Poor response rate

o Assumed literacy

o Item confusion/misunderstanding

Pros

▪ Potentially wide-coverage

▪ Inexpensive

▪ Anonymity

▪ No interviewer bias

▪ Standardized delivery



Aural vs. Visual Communication

Aural (Interviews)

► Words, inflection, tone

► Memory required to answer question 
because respondent can’t refer to 
survey

Visual

► Presentation of words

► Less significance of memory

► Blocks of text (instructions and 
question stem)

► Symbols, graphics, font size

http://www.nhssurveys.org/Filestore/documents/Diabetes_key_findings_rpt.pdf

http://www.nhssurveys.org/Filestore/documents/Diabetes_key_findings_rpt.pdf


Anatomy of a 

Question

QUESTION STEM

INSTRUCTIONS

ANSWER SPACE



What is an open-ended survey question? Please write 

your answer in the space provided below.



Open-ended

► Provides blank box or space for respondents to answer a question

BUT

• Are often skipped

• Short, irrelevant responses

• Challenges with data entry, analysis, and interpretation

What is your favorite food?

Apple

Spaghetti

I don’t have a favorite food

Pizza from Pizza Hut

I really like Chinese food



Closed-ended

► Specified set of answer choices

► Levels of measurement (nominal vs. ordinal)

► Can be partially closed-ended

► Easier data analysis

BUT

• Are responses exhaustive?

• Are questions being misinterpreted?

• And how would you know?



Guidelines for 

Forming Questions

OPEN-ENDED

CLOSED-ENDED

-NOMINAL

-ORDINAL



In general…

❖ Don’t ask more than one question at a time

❖ Use as few words as possible to pose the question

❖ Avoid double negatives

❖ Make sure all questions apply to the respondent

❖ Use words that are simple, familiar, and specific



Example: Using specific and concrete words



Open-ended

❖ Provide extra motivation to respond

❖ In the question stem, specify the type of response you’re looking for



Closed-ended

❖ Develop lists of answer choices that are mutually exclusive

❖ With either/or questions, state both the positive and negative in the question stem

❖ Make sure list of answer categories includes all reasonable possible answers

❖ Consider measurement intent with radio buttons or checkboxes



Other examples: Closed-ended



Nominal closed-ended

❖ Avoid bias from unequal comparisons

❖ Randomize response options if there is a concern about order effects

❖ When possible, use forced-choice questions instead of check-all-that-apply



Example: Forced-choice questions



Ordinal closed-ended

❖ Choose appropriate scale length (usually 4-5 categories)

❖ Use balanced scales with similar spacing between categories

❖ Use natural metric instead of vague quantifiers

❖ Choose between a unipolar or bipolar scale

❖ Consider collapsing bipolar scales

❖ Choose direct or construct-specific labels when possible



Examples: Scales and labels



Pre-Existing 

Measures



Sources

► Published Literature

► Colleagues

► Library/databases

► Large national surveys

► PsycTESTS (American Psychological Association)

Think about your measurement intent



Visual Design & 

Formatting Tips



Highlight question stem

Use spacing

Visual standardization

Deemphasize unimportant elements











Testing Questions



Testing Questions

1. Expert review

2. Cognitive interview

3. Pilot study

Important to test the survey in the way that’s planned for administration



Thank you!

Eliza.Hallett@bmc.org

Internet, Phone, Mail, and Mixed Mode Surveys: The Tailored Design 

Method 4th ed. Dillman et al. (Wiley, 2014)


