Designing Questions for Questionnaires



One very important aspect of conducting a survey is designing the questions correctly. Often poorly designed questionnaires lead to many problems including uncompleted questionnaires, inaccurate answers, low response rate, increased cost and increased time required for analysis.

The key to good questionnaire design is concise questions that are easy to interpret and give accurate information. Listed below is a brief summary of points that will improve question design.

1. Keep the questions short
The shorter the better as it makes them easier to read and understand

2. Keep the vocabulary as simple as possible.
Often the researcher can over estimate the respondent’s vocabulary and knowledge of jargon. It is important that all potential respondents are able to interpret the questions correctly.

3. Avoid double-barreled questions
"Regarding exercise taken and diet how would you rate yourself on a scale of 1 - 5…."

The above question is asking for information on two different topics, this leads to inaccurate responses as it will be impossible to know which part of the question the respondent is answering.

4. Avoid negative questions
" Do you favour or oppose not allowing the government to raise taxes"

Often negative questions are included where there are a number of scale questions together in an attempt to stop a respondent blindly ticking one response category throughout the questionnaire. However this type of question with the negative inserted leads to confusion on the part of the respondent.

5. Limit open-ended questions
Open-ended questions provide a lot of useful information, but they are slower for the respondent to answer thus discouraging response. They are also more costly and difficult to analyze. Often open-ended questions can be converted into categorical questions.

6. Use an equal number of positive and negative categories for scalar questions.
Where a scale is being used as in rating something satisfied to dissatisfied there should be the same number of categories on each side of the scale both positive and negative. The strength of the opinion in either direction should also be balanced i.e. if there is a strongly agree category there should also be a strongly disagree category.

7. Choose response categories that allow comparison with previously collected data
If you have a question relating to age or income try and create bands that correspond to census or other data already collected if comparison is desired.

8. Choose question wording that allow comparison with previously collected data

Again to be able to compare with similar studies that have been carried out elsewhere or the same study carried out in previous years it is important to retain the same question wording if possible.

9. Avoid getting respondents to make unnecessary calculations
"What percent of your days work involves the keyboard?"

Instead of getting the respondent to attempt this calculation or just to estimate, it would be more accurate to ask first how many hours a day are spent on the keyboard and then what is the length of the working day. This reduces error by leaving the calculations to the analyst.

10. Soften the impact of contentious questions.

Objectionable questions can lead to poor responses to the question and also termination of the survey by the respondent. The most common objection in a survey is often the income question. To ensure greater response rather than asking straight out what a respondents income is instead give them categories of response. Although the collected information may not be as precise the response rate will be a lot higher.

