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Good questionnaire design involves
 An understanding of how you want to analyze data
 Resources ($$$$), time (can take YEARS!)
 Knowledge of questionnaire design principles

Why go through all of this trouble?
 The data ultimately produced from a survey are only as good as the 

questionnaire, sample and data collection process that produced 
them

4



5

 Do you think the sports media treat African American athletes 
differently than white athletes?

 YES
 NO

 60% of respondents answer “YES”

 Do the sports media treat African American athletes the same 
or differently than white athletes?

 SAME
 DIFFERENTLY

 40% of respondents answer “DIFFERENTLY”
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Does the instrument actually measure what it is intended to measure?
 When writing and testing your (or evaluating another) instrument, 

take into critical consideration…
 Target population
 Analytic objectives
 Mode (method of survey delivery) and other operationalization / 

implementation issues
 Cognitive aspects of survey response
 Questionnaire design properties (Top Ten slide)
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Consult with 
stakeholders and 
experts to identify 
specific areas of 
interest and how to 
ask about them

Find existing 
questionnaires that 
you can 
modify/adapt – most 
surveys are not 
copyrighted

Conduct focus 
groups to learn what 
your target 
population thinks is 
important/how to 
word questions in 
ways that will make 
sense for them
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Comprehension

Retrieval

Judgement

Reporting
• Formatting into 

response options
• Editing answer

A respondent’s 
question-

answering 
process



1. Conceptual Variability

2. Problematic Wording

3. Vague Quantifiers

4. Response Options

5. Order Effects

6. Recall/Retrieval Difficulty

7. Estimation Difficulty

8. Attitudinal Questions

9. Sensitive Topics

10. Formatting
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 Words have many meanings: 
• variability across respondents
• divergence from researcher’s definition 

 Suessbrick, Schober & Conrad (2000) administered CPS Tobacco Use Supplement 
followed by post-test about interpretation:

Most frequent interpretation held by only 53.8%! 

23%

23%

54%

Only cigarettes you
finished
Cigarettes you finished
or partly smoked
Even just one puff
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Do you think children suffer any 
ill effects from watching 
programs with violence in them, 
other than ordinary Westerns? 

 Belson (1981) determined that 
respondents interpreted children, 
ill effects and violence in 
numerous ways

• e.g. “children”: < 8 years, < 19 -
20 years

• children as students
• only 8% interpreted question 

as intended
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The “same” question, with some 
definitions: 

 Do you think that children suffer any ill 
effects from watching TV with violence 
in them, other than ordinary Westerns?  
By children I mean people under 14, by 
ill effects I mean increased aggression 
at school or at home, increased 
nightmares, inability to concentrate on 
routine chores, and so on.  By violence I 
mean graphic depictions of individuals 
inflicting physical injuries on themselves 
or others, depictions of individuals 
wantonly damaging property or 
possessions, abusive behaviors or 
language to others, and so on.

 Additional words can clarify intended 
meaning but this may lead to unwieldy 
questions, as above. 

• Tradeoff between clarity and 
complexity

Improved?
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EXAMPLE: College Student Survey

How did you become involved with the Campus at 

Community College?

 I requested information and considered 

attending, but never enrolled 

 I previously enrolled in at least one course, but I 

am no longer enrolled 

 I am currently enrolled in at least one course 

 I completed a certificate or degree



AVOID:

 Double-barreling 

 Negatives

 Complex syntax

 Hidden assumptions

 Leading questions 

Aim for a ~6th grade 
reading level.

Are you satisfied with our prices and customer service?

Do you favor or oppose not allowing drivers to use cell 
phones while driving?

Given the world situation, the government protects too 
many documents by classifying them as SECRET or TOP 
SECRET. (Agree/Disagree)

How many minutes does it usually take you to commute to 
work?

In the past month, have you crossed the street from one 
side to another in order to avoid going near someone you 
thought was frightening?

Now that you've seen how you can save time, would you 
buy our product?
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B6a.  [Programmer Note: Please only ask this question if more than three sources in 
Question 6 are marked as “Very Important”] You listed the following sources as 
being very important to helping you learn how to perform your job well:  

ANSWER 1: FILL a-g 

ANSWER 2: FILL a-g 

ANSWER 3: FILL a-g 

ANSWER 4: FILL a-g 

ANSWER 5: FILL a-g 

… 

Of these, which three were the most important in helping you learn how to 
perform your job well? 

1. [DROP-DOWN MENU WITH ANSWERS 1-5…] 

2. [DROP-DOWN MENU WITH ANSWERS 1-5…] 

3. [DROP-DOWN MENU WITH ANSWERS 1-5…] 
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EXAMPLE: College Student Survey

Please rate your experience of preparing 

and submitting your application.

 Very simple

 Simple

 Neutral

 Difficult

 Very difficult
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 Non-numerical terms for quantity have different numerical 
interpretations
 Belson (1981) found “few” (in over the last few years) meant:
 “no more than two years” (7/59 respondents) 
 “seven or more years” (19/59)
 “ten or more” (11/59)

 Particularly problematic in response options
e.g. How often do you feel really excited? Very often, pretty often, 
not too often or never?
 If R says more than never, Schaeffer & Bradburn asked for 

number
 For educated and younger Rs, “pretty often” and “very often” 

were associated with larger numbers
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EXAMPLE: College Student Survey

How useful or not useful was each of the 

following parts of the orientation? How courses 

are structured through Canvas.

Was Not in Orientation (N/A)

 Not Useful At All

 A Little Useful

Moderately Useful

Very Useful

 Critical



Don’t forget to check:

 Balanced scale

 Likert items – state in fairly strong 
terms

 Number of response options: 5 to 7? 
(Krosnick et al.)

 Label all scale points 

 Mutually exclusive and exhaustive 

 Midpoint (e.g., Neither/Neutral) 
option?

 “Other (Please Specify)” option?

 “Don’t Know” option?

 “Not Applicable” option?

Why Response Options Matter
Response Alternatives and Television-
Watching (Schwartz & Bienias, 1990)

18



 Positivity bias, acquiescence bias
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G0ZZJXw4MTA 

 Numerical labels (-5 to +5, 0 to 10)

 Labeling all scale points and using two-step branching (Rep/Dem, then strength) 
increase reliability (Krosnick & Berent, 1993)

 Avoid check-all-that-apply items – satisficing problem

 Include response categories at end of the question, not at the beginning

 Rates of change, proportions, percentages – difficult for respondents to report

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G0ZZJXw4MTA
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EXAMPLE: Grant Survey KY



Ordering of Questions
• Part/whole effects (marital satisfaction/general satisfaction) – ask 

general question first
• Related content – Fewer people say taxes are too high when first asked 

several questions about whether government spending for various 
programs should be increased

Ordering of Response Options
• Recency effect: tendency to endorse last option in list – most likely 

when interviewer reads to respondent
• Primacy effect: tendency to endorse first option in list – most likely 

when respondent reads to self (self-administered) or predictable scale 
used
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EXAMPLE: College Student Survey

How did you first learn about the Campus?

 Professor or Academic Advisor

 Workforce system referral

 Community College or Campus website

 Direct email from Community College or Campus

 Social media

 Newspaper or other periodical

 Radio or television 

 Word of mouth

 Professional Association

 My employer

 Other (please describe)
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When did you 
purchase your car 
radio?
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 Recall tasks can involve a complicated 
process for respondents (cognitive 
burden) 

• Telescoping
• Situating an event between landmarks

 More recent, more likely to recall

 Greater impact/salience, more likely 
to recall 

Is the respondent in a position to know the answer? 
(e.g., parent’s income on college student survey)



Counting, general 
impressions, and 
hypotheticals can be 
difficult for respondents

 Reference period/point

 Ask in a series of questions

 Try a longer question (using 
familiar words, examples) 

In the past year, how many times have you seen or talked 
with a medical doctor or a physician’s assistant about your 
health? 

In the past twelve months, since [DATE], how many different 
times have you been admitted to a hospital as a patient 
overnight or longer? 

During the past 4 weeks, how much have you been 
bothered by emotional problems (such as feeling anxious, 
depressed, or irritable)?   

How many hours of television did you watch yesterday?

How many hours of television did you watch last month?

In a typical week, how many hours of television do you 
watch? 
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 Factual vs. attitudinal 
questions

 Measuring subjective 
states of respondents
 “No right or wrong answers”
 May not be fixed
 No mental “card catalog” of topics
 Capturing weak attitudes and 

nonattitudes
 “…or have you not thought much 

about this?”
 Midpoint, No Opinion, Don’t Know 

options

Do you think marijuana should be made 
legal, or not?

On the average, [racial minority] have worse 
jobs, income, and housing than white people. 
Do you think these differences are mainly 
due to discrimination?

How satisfied are you with how your life has 
turned out so far? Please use a scale of 1 to 
10, where 1 is extremely dissatisfied and 10 
is extremely satisfied.
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 Sensitive answers

 A short list of topics shown to be sensitive: 
• Pap smears, mammograms, disease prevention, library card 

ownership, voting, reading, exercise, income, charitable giving, 
drinking, gambling, sexual activity, illegal activity.

• Note: List possibly susceptible to culture, time, gender, etc.  

 Consider:
 Emphasize anonymity
 Use self-administered mode, if possible
 Placement of questions, e.g. demographics, early or later 

in questionnaire? 
 Income: try broad ranges, if initially refused.

28



29Bradburn (2004)

• Did you happen to murder your 
wife?

The Casual 
Approach

• As you know, many people have 
been killing their wives these days. 
Did you happen to kill yours?

The 
Everybody 

Does It 
Approach

• Do you know any people who have 
murdered their wives? How about 
yourself?

The Other 
People 

Approach

Do you happen to jog or not? (Gallup)

In talking to people about elections, we 
often find that a lot of people were not able 
to vote because they weren’t registered, they 
were sick, or they just didn’t have time. How 
about you—did you vote in the elections this 
November? (ANES)

Some people say that most people can be 
trusted. Others say you can’t be too careful 
in your dealings with people. How do you 
feel about it? (GSS)



KEEP IT SIMPLE
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For web surveys:

1. Middle means typical

2. Left and top means first

3. Near means related

4. Up means good

Special Issue: 
Topics on Survey Measurement 
and Public Opinion
POQ (2013) 77 : S1
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WEB QUESTIONNAIRES:

 Email message timing 
matters

 Subject lines matter
 Avoid heavily formatted 

emails
 Vary length and text of emails
 Use unique survey links

PAPER QUESTIONNAIRES:
 Include unique ID

 Provide an easy way to 
return the questionnaire

 Have a plan for data entry

 “Dillman Method"
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When Coding Questions:

 Use multiple coders to check 
reliability of interpretations

 Use Cohen’s kappa to assess 
interrater agreement

 Use a two phase (or more) 
process
 Phase1 – code into broad 

categories
 Phase2 – review and refine 

into more discrete 
subcategories. 

When Drafting Questions:

 Limit survey questions to 
those which can be 
answered in <500 
characters

 Add a general comments 
catch-all item for anything 
>500 characters

 Decide if coding for 
specific topic/theme or 
letting codes grow out of 
responses 
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Questionnaire design:  
 Bradburn, N. et al. (2004). Asking Questions. 

 Converse, J., and Presser, S. (1986). Survey Questions: Handcrafting the Standardized Questionnaire. 

 Fowler, F.J. (1995). Improving Survey Questions. 

 Tourangeau, R. et al. (2000) . Psychology of Survey Response.

Focus groups:
 Krueger, R., and Casey, M. (2000). Focus Groups. 

Cognitive interviewing:
 Willis, G. (2005). Cognitive Interviewing: A Tool for Improving Questionnaire Design. 

Reliability/validity: 
 Singleton, R.A., Jr., and Straits, B.C. (2005). Approaches to Social Research. 

Data collection: 
 Dillman, D et al. (2009). Internet, Mail and Mixed Mode Surveys.

 Couper, M. (2008). Designing Effective Web Surveys.

 Oishi, S.M. (2003). How to Conduct In-Person Interviews for Surveys. 

 Bernard, H.R. (2011) Research Methods in Anthropology: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches. 5th ed. AltaMira Press.

 Weller, S.C. and A.K. Romney (1988) Systematic Data Collection. Qualitative Research Methods Series, Vol. 10. Sage.

Analysis of survey data: 
 Heeringa, S.G., West, B.T., Berglund, P.A. (2010). Applied Survey Data Analysis. Chapman and Hall, London.

Best practices for surveys (while it is written for cross-cultural surveys, many will apply to mono-cultural surveys as well):
 http://ccsg.isr.umich.edu/ 

Survey quality, overview of survey methodology: 
 Groves, R.M. et al. (2009) Survey Methodology. 2nd ed. Wiley. 35



 Google, Google Scholar, academic journal databases to find published 
scales 

 ICPSR: www.icpsr.umich.edu/

 University of North Carolina, Odum Institute: arc.irss.unc.edu/dvn/

 Question Bank for UK surveys: surveynet.ac.uk/sqb/

 Polling the Nations: poll.orspub.com/

 Pew Center: people-press.org/ (question search at top of main page)

 Gallup Polls: brain.gallup.com/

 Washington Post Poll Vault: www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
srv/politics/polls/vault/vault.htm

 Roper Center iPOLL databank: 
www.ropercenter.uconn.edu/data_access/ipoll/ipoll.html

 US Federal Government Agencies Question Bank (also 
www.census.gov, www.bls.gov): wwwn.cdc.gov/QBANK/Home.aspx

 World Values Survey: www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSAnalize.jspl
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