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Survey Design Tips

Prepared by Amy Grack Nelson

Before you start to develop a survey, reflect on the reasons why you are doing a survey.  What evaluation questions are you trying to answer through the survey?  What information are you hoping to learn?  As you write the survey, think about how each question helps to inform the evaluation questions.  Also consider how you are going to use the information you gather from each question. You always want to be thoughtful of the time and effort you are asking for to people complete your survey. Every question should have a reason for being there and a plan for using the data.  “I’m just curious” isn’t a sufficient reason for including a question if the question won’t actually be used to improve the program/exhibit or answer the evaluation questions. 

Tips for Writing Survey Questions

· Avoid asking about more than one thing in a question.  The use of the words “and” or  “or” are indicators that you are most likely asking about two different things. Instead, split the question into two separate questions. 

· Develop response categories that are mutually exclusive.  This means if you have a list of options, the options shouldn’t overlap.  

Incorrect version – categories overlap

How many years has your institution been involved in the NISE Network? 

· Less than 6 months

· 6 months to 1 year

· 1 year to 2 years

· 2 years to 3 years

· 3 or more years

Revised version

How many years has your institution been involved in the NISE Network? 

· Less than 6 months

· 6 months to less than a year

· 1 year to less than 2 years

· 2 years to less than 3 years

· 3 or more years

· Avoid using “neutral” as a choice when it is likely people will have an opinion about the topic.  If they just participated in a program or used an exhibit, they will most likely have an opinion.

· Avoid using the word “not” in question wording. People tend to get confused with these questions and may even overlook the word entirely. 

· When creating a scale, be sure to use the same number of positive and negative categories. Also use the same order or direction of scales throughout the survey.  Typically, people order scales from low to high or negative to positive.  For example: Disagree, Somewhat Disagree, Somewhat Agree, Agree

· It is often best to label each point on a rating scale. This helps to make sure people are interpreting the points the same way and increases the reliability and validity of your data. Without labels, it leaves the interpretation of the number up to the individual and different people may interpret the numbers differently.

Without labels

How would you rate your interest in nanotechnology on a scale of 1 to 10 where 1 is not at all interested and 10 is very interested?  (Circle one number)

Not at all interested  1      2      3       4       5       6      7       8       9     10      Very interested 

Revised to include labels and fewer options

How would you rate your interest in nanotechnology?
· Not at all interested
· Somewhat interested

· Interested

· Very interested 

· For each question, consider if it applies to everyone who is taking your survey.  If not, make sure to include an option for people to indicate the question is not applicable to them. 

Example

How would you rate the usefulness of the Nano 101 workshop? 

· Not at all useful

· Somewhat useful

· Useful

· Very useful

· Not applicable, I didn’t attend that workshop

· Avoid using “check all that apply” type questions.  People don’t always read and think about each option and tend to pick from the first items listed (called “primacy effect”).  You also don’t know why they didn’t answer one of the items – is it because it didn’t apply to them or did they just skip over it?  Instead, create a table where people have to answer “yes” or “no” to each option.  This encourages people to consider each option since they have to check it.  Still keep the list short though, if the list gets long you run into the same problem of people just checking off yes or no without considering each option. 

Laying Out the Survey

· The first question should be an interesting question that everyone can easily answer.  For example, “How enjoyable was this exhibit?” (With the choices: not enjoyable, somewhat enjoyable, enjoyable, very enjoyable) or  “What was your favorite thing about the program?”  

· Group questions that are about a similar topic together in the survey. 

· Place questions that may be personal or objectionable toward the end of the survey.  This includes demographic questions.  Avoid placing demographic questions at the beginning of the survey. Also consider if demographic information is useful for understanding your data.  In some cases you may not need demographic information. If you do include demographic questions, make sure to include a brief description of why you want that information. 

· Look at all of the questions on your survey; will any of the questions influence how someone answers other questions?  This is particularly important for knowledge questions. Check to make sure you aren’t providing an answer to a question somewhere else in the survey. 

Pilot Testing the Survey

Before you officially administer the survey, it is always best to test it out with a small group of people similar to the group you are going to collect data from. Pilot testing helps you see if any of the questions are confusing and if people are interpreting the questions correctly. To pilot test the survey questions, ask a small number of people to complete the survey. Typically, 10 people is a good number to pilot test with, although it ultimately depends on the size of your sample and the complexity of your questions. As people complete the survey, encourage them to let you know if they didn’t understand any of the questions or if there were any questions that were confusing.  Look at the pilot test data to see if questions were generating the types of responses were expecting.  If not, it might mean that people are misinterpreting or don’t understand the question.  You may need to make some changes to survey questions and pilot test them with more people until the questions are easy to understand and asking what you need.

To really understand how people are interpreting the questions, it is useful to use a think-aloud technique. With this pilot testing technique, you have someone read each question aloud and talk through his or her thinking about why they are answering the question the way they are.  People are also encouraged to indicate what they don’t understand about a question or if they aren’t sure how to answer. 
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