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Survey Review Guidelines

I.
Overall Considerations. The total impact of the survey should encourage respondents to complete the survey. 

A.
Reward the respondents (typically by communicating positive regard for them, saying “thank you,” asking for advice, supporting shared values or interests, providing rewards).
B.
Reduce costs to the respondent (make the survey questionnaire short and easy to manipulated and complete, avoid embarrassing or subordinating language, avoid inconvenience by including a response envelope, minimize requests for personal information).
C.
Encourage trust (by disclosing survey sponsorship or authority, paying attention to details that communicate the importance of the survey such as careful layout and editing, providing a token of appreciation for responses in advance).
II.
Survey Introduction. The survey introduction sets the stage for the survey. It provides basic information the survey taker requires and motivates the survey taker to continue. The typical Introduction should include:
A.
The purpose of the survey.
B.
The sponsoring organization (optional).
C.
Confidentiality or anonymity for respondents.
D.
How the data will be used.
E.
How long it typically takes to complete the survey.
F.
Information on any incentives.  

III.
Survey Items
A.
First Item. The first item is considered very important in motivating respondents to complete the survey. The first item should be: 
1.
Interesting.

2.
Applicable to all respondents.

3.
Directly and clearly related to the purpose of the survey. 

4.
Easy to answer. 
B.
Appropriate Question Structures.

1.
Use open-ended questions when (and only when) no clear response options exist?

2.
Use closed-ended questions with ordered response categories (rating items) when there is a well-defined concept and an evaluative response is wanted (for example, agree:disagree, favor:oppose, excellent:poor, “on a scale from 1 to 7”, etc.)

3.
Use close-ended questions with unordered categories (multiple choices) when there is a well defined concept and selection of options among categories is wanted (can include “other” with or without a space to specify what “other” means).

C.
General Item Guidelines.
1.
Questions should require an answer (not “if you fixed dinner last night, did you eat meat as part of that meal”)

2.
The questions should be ones for which survey respondents are likely to have an accurate, ready-made answer for the question.
3.
The level of detail requested about past behaviors should be something respondents can accurately recall and report (not how much TV did you watch on the first Sunday of last month).
4.
Consider whether or not respondents will be willing to reveal the requested information. (Research evidence suggests people are more likely to give honest answers to sensitive questions on self-administered or web-based surveys.)
5.
Encourage motivation to answer each question by careful attention to item writing and survey design.
6.
Reduce the extent to which respondents’ understandings of response categories is influenced by more than words (for example, by their past experiences or self perceptions on a related topic, or because the question and/or answer categories are vague).
D. Crafting Items

1. General Guidelines

a.
Choose simple over specialized words.

b.
Use as few words as possible to pose the question.

c.
Use complete sentences.

d.
Avoid vague quantifiers when more precise estimates can be obtained

e. 
Avoid specificity that exceeds the respondents’ potential to have an accurate, ready-made answer. For example, avoid making respondents make unnecessary calculations such as calculating the percent of nights spent away from home that were for business purposes instead of reporting total number of nights away from home and number of nights for business.

f.
Use cognitive design techniques to improve recall.

g.
Provide appropriate time referents. 

h.
Be sure each question is technically accurate.

i.
Choose question wordings that allow essential comparisons to be made with previously collected data (that is, benchmark items from other scales or surveys). 

j.
Avoid double negatives.

k.
Avoid double-barreled questions.

l. 
Soften the impact of potentially objectionable questions through careful word choice. 

2. Rating-Type Items

a.
Use equal numbers of positive and negative categories for scalar questions.
b.
Distinguish “undecided” from neutral by placement at the end of the scale.

c.
Avoid bias from unequal comparisons.

d.
State both sides of attitude scales in question stems.

3. Selection-Type Items

a.
Where possible avoid check-all-that-apply questions (consider using rating items for each option).

b.
Develop response categories that are mutually exclusive. 
IV.
Survey Design. The design of the survey should help the survey taker navigate successfully through the survey. The survey should be easy to manipulate and complete. It should look and seem important. 
A.
General Principles
1.
Design should be clean and visually appealing.

2.
Font size and appearance should be easy to read.

3.
Visual navigation guides (such as headings, font size, shading, and spacing) should help the respondents successfully follow the correct path and interpret the written information.

4.
Branching or skip patterns should be easy to follow.

5.
Use booklet printing ff the printed questionnaire is longer than a single sheet.

6.
Demographic items should be placed at the end of the survey.

B.
Item Design
7.
Write each question in a way that minimized the need to reread portions in order to comprehend the response task.

8.
Place instructions exactly where that information is needed and not at the beginning of the questionnaire.

9.
Place items with the same response categories into an item-by-item series (matrix) format, but do it carefully.

10.
Ask one question at a time (avoid multiple columns with different questions). 

11.
Minimize the use of matrices that combine questions on the left with a series of different units for which respondents are asked to answer those questions across the top (for example, person 1, person 2, etc.). 

C.
Page Design
12.
Begin asking questions in the upper left quadrant; place information not needed by the respondent in the lower right quadrant. 

13.
Use the largest and/or brightest symbols to identify the starting point on each page. 

14.
Identify the beginning of each succeeding question in a consistent way.
15.
Number questions consecutively and simply from beginning to end. 

16.
List answer categories vertically instead of horizontally. 

17.
Place answer spaces consistently to either the left or right of category labels.

18.
Use numbers or simple answer boxes for recording of answers.

19.
Vertical alignment of question subcomponents among consecutive questions eases the response task.

20.
Avoid double or triple banking (multiple columns) of answer choices.

21.
Maintain spacing between answer choices that is consistent with measurement intent.

22.
Maintain consistency throughout a questionnaire in the direction scales are displayed (positive to negative or negative to positive).

19.
Use consistent figure/ground format to encourage the reading of all words.

20.
Limit the use of reverse print to section headings and/or question numbers.

21.
Place more blank spaces between questions than between the subcomponents of questions. 

22.
Use dark print for questions and light print for answer choices.

23.
Place special instructions inside of question numbers and not as free-standing entities. 

24.
Optional or occasionally needed instructions should be separated from the question statement by font or symbol variations.

25.
Do not place instructions in a separate instruction book or separate section of the questionnaire.

26.
Use of lightly shared colors as background fields on which to write all questions provides an effective navigation guide to respondents. 

27.
When shaded fields are used, identification of all answer spaces in white helps to reduce item nonresponse.

35.
Use shorter lines to prevent words from being skipped.

36.
Major visual changes are essential for gaining compliance with skip patterns.
37.
Words or phrases that introduce important, but easy to miss, changes in respondent expectations should be visually emphasized consistently, but sparingly.

V.
Closing. The closing is opportunity for you to thank the respondents for their participation and to provide them with the information they need to submit their responses. When using an online survey you may want to direct the survey taker to your website after they submit their responses. The Closing should include:

A.
Thank you for respondents’ time and responses, 
B.
Instructions on how to submit responses (for example, click “done” for online survey; return in the enclosed self-addressed envelope if mail; etc.), and  
C.
Information on who to contact with questions or concerns (optional).
� Largely based on Dillman, D. A. (2007). Mail and internet surveys: The tailored design method (2nd ed.). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.
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