Developing Effective Surveys – Some Important Considerations (NOT an Inclusive List!)

1. Provide clear, explicit directions.  Indicate about how long the survey will take (be honest!)

2. Keep your respondents in mind: 

a. cultural context, background  (“What church do you attend?”)

b. educational background

c. literacy level, language use (special terms for taboo topics)

d. developmental stage (children, teens, young adults, mature adults, seniors)

e. motivation (or lack of) for responding to your survey

f. time availability/patience level

3. Ask only one thing at a time (“How willing are you to pay higher taxes to support smaller class sizes and to retain arts and music programs?”)

4. Respect your respondent’s time:

a. Keep the survey as short as possible.  Does every question have a purpose?

b. Does your respondent have the necessary information at hand? 

5. Are your fixed options appropriate?

a. cover all possibilities?

b. misguided assumptions? (about money, sexual behavior, religion, etc.) 

6. Is your wording clear? 

a. Are questions written in clear language (avoid long, complicated sentences)

b. If the question is necessarily complicated, underline or bold key word(s).

c. Avoid jargon (“Do you favor inclusion?”)

7. Avoid loaded or leading questions (“Is it important to treat people fairly?”).

8. Put questions in a logical/thematic order. Place sensitive or difficult questions/topics toward the end of the survey.

Likert Scales:

a. Decide if the context requires “forced choice” or if you should have a neutral option.

b. Include the choice of “not applicable” or “don’t know” if appropriate.

c. Don’t ask for greater distinctions than a 5-point scale.

d. Make sure your labels are distinct and meaningful for the context. (sometimes=occasionally)

e. Use specific, explicit designations when possible (once or twice a week, 3-4 times a week, 5-6 times, every day)

f. One series of commonly used and researched options: 

never  rarely  sometimes  frequently  very often 

g. When using Likert scales, use the same answer categories when they fit, don’t when they don’t fit!  (Agree . . . .Disagree vs. Always . . . Never vs. Very important . . . . Not important  . . .  etc.)

( PILOT TEST YOUR SURVEY WITH SEVERAL INDIVIDUALS!
a. Invite/ensure honest feedback! 

b. If at all possible, find respondents that resemble your target population.
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