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Designing Quality Survey Questions 

 
Why focus on survey design? Purposeful survey design process 
  

1. Surveys are inherently 
imperfect tools and can quite 
easily be fraught with error. 

1. Planning and predrafting 
a. Determining and articulating 
survey purpose 
b. Understanding what surveys 
can measure 

2. Self-reports are problematic. 
3. Surveys are often developed 

without enough study or 
practice. 

 c. Understanding survey 
respondents 
2. Developing questions 4. Surveys developed internally 

are increasingly common 
and require extra attention.  

a. Sourcing questions 
 b. Crafting question stems and 
response options 

5. Question wording can 
dramatically impact 
responses and data quality. 

3. Finalizing 
 a. Pretesting 
 b. Preparing for administration, 
analysis, and use 6. Today’s survey researcher 

must work to ensure cultural 
relevance. 

 
Robinson, S.B. & Leonard, K.F. (2019). Designing 
Quality Survey Questions. SAGE Publications, 
Thousand Oaks, CA.  7. Survey fatigue and non-

response negatively impact 
data collection. 
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Quotes & Notes: 
 
 
It is futile to search for truly neutral questions. They don't exist.  
    

Clark, H. H., & Schober, M. F. (1992). Asking questions and influencing answers. In J. M. Tanur (Ed.), Questions about 
questions: Inquiries into the cognitive bases of surveys (pp. 15–48). New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 

 
 
How evaluators ask a question can dramatically influence the answers they receive… 
Minor changes in question wording, format, or order can profoundly affect results. 
 

Schwarz, N., & Oyserman, D. (2001). Asking questions about behavior: Cognition, communication, and 
questionnaire construction. American Journal of Evaluation, 22(2), 127–160. 

 
 
In posing a behavioral question, researchers implicitly hope that participants will… 
 

1. Understand the question 
2. Identify the behavior of interest 
3. Retrieve relevant instances of the behavior from memory 
4. Correctly identify the relevant reference period 
5. Search this reference period to retrieve all relevant instances of the behavior 
6. Correctly date the recalled instances of the behavior to arrive at a frequency report 
7. Correctly add up all the instances to determine whether they fall within the 

reference period 
8. Map this frequency onto the response alternatives 
9. Candidly provide the result of their recall effort to the researcher  

 
Schwarz, N., & Oyserman, D. (2001). Asking questions about behavior: Cognition, communication, and 
questionnaire construction. American Journal of Evaluation, 22(2), 127–160 

 
  
 

Articles: 

• How we Undercounted Evictions by Asking the Wrong 
Questions: http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/how-we-undercounted-evictions-by-asking-the-
wrong-questions/ 

• A Tale of Two Polls: http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2014/08/20/341668003/a-tale-of-two-polls 
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