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Designing Quality Survey Questions 

 

Part I: Survey Questions Quiz 
Can you spot the problems with these questions? 
 
1. Was the information you received 
timely, relevant, and appropriate? 
_____ YES 
_____ NO 
 
2. How do you feel about the following 
statement? We should not eliminate 
spending on this program. 
_____Strongly agree  
_____Agree  
_____Disagree  
_____Strongly disagree 
 
 
3. Do you think it’s wise to cut spending 
on Program A and increase spending 
on Program B? 
_____ YES 
_____ NO 
 
4. How much did you like the program 
components? 
 
 
5. Most people have participated in the 
project. Have you participated in it?  
_____YES 
_____NO 
 
 
 
6. Now that you're aware of all the 
benefits, would you consider joining 
the program?  
_____ YES 
_____ NO 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How useful was this program for 
you? 
_____Excellent 
_____Very good 
_____Fair 
_____Poor 
 
8. What is your age? 
_____ under 30 
_____ 30-35 
_____ 35-40 
_____ 40-45 
_____ 45-50 
_____ over 50 
 
9. How did you hear about the 
program? 
______ friend or relative   
______ spouse 
______ newspaper    
______ at work 
______ television, radio or other 
electronic media 
 
10. What is your marital status? 
_____Single 
_____Married 
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Part II: The good, the bad, and the ugly! 
Real surveys, real questions. 
 
For each question: 

1. Good, bad, or ugly? 
2. Purpose of the question: What are they trying to measure? 
3. Strengths of the question? 
4. Problems? 
5. Improved version (if applicable): 
 

 

Q 1: 
Has {organization} been responsive to your customer service needs with timely, 
informative and accurate information? 

o Yes   o Sometimes   o No 
 
Q 2: 
The {organization} Support Forums made it easy to handle my inquiry 

Strongly Disagree    Neither Agree     Strongly Agree 
        Nor Disagree 

0           1             2            3           4          5         6 
 
Q 3: 
Based on your experience, how likely would you be to recommend {organization} to a 
friend, family member or colleague? 
            Highly              Neutral           Highly 
           Unlikely              Likely 

 0     1        2           3           4         5           6          7             8            9               10 
 
What’s the primary reason for your score? 

 
Q 4: 
How long have you owned your product? 

O Less than 1 year 
O 1-3 years 
O 3-5 years 
O More than 5 years 

 
Q 5: 
Did you encounter any issues during your experience with {organization}? 

O Yes 
O No 

 
Q 6: 
      Extremely               Not at all 
         likely                   likely          N/A 
Based on your recent interaction, how      10       9       8       7       6       5       4       3       2       1       0 
likely are you to recommend {organization}  
to a friend, family member, or colleague? 
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Q 7: 
Overall, how satisfied were you with the product(s) you purchased today?   

Very poor  Poor  Satisfactory  Good  Excellent 
  O              O        O    O      O 

 
Q 8: 
Taking into account your entire experience with {organization} (including planning, 
booking, customer service and travelling), how satisfied are you overall with {organization}?  
 
Not at all  Somewhat  Neither Satisfied Somewhat Extremely 
Satisfied  Dissatisfied   Nor Dissatisfied Satisfied  Satisfied 
      O                     O             O       O               O 
 
Q 9: 
How are you involved when it comes to making refrigerator purchase decision for you or 
your household? 
(Select one answer.) 

O I made the decision on my own 
O I was the main decision-maker, but others were also involved 
O I was highly involved, but other people were the main decision-makers 
O I was hardly involved in making the decision 
O I was not involved in making the decision at all 

 
Q 10: 
Overall, compared to your expectations of what a health insurer can and should do, is 
{organization}’s performance: (Please select one) 

Much better than Better than  Same as  Almost as  Worse than 
          expected          expected           expected            expected          expected 

O           O                       O                        O                      O 
 
How likely are you to recommend {organization} to a friend or colleague? 

0        1      2        3         4         5        6         7        8           9         10 
    Not a chance              In a heartbeat 
 
 
Q 12: 
Based on this flight, please rate the airline on the following: 
     Excellent Very  Good               Fair            Poor   N/A 
       Good 
Overall experience with this flight       O     O      O     O               O      O 
 
Value for fare paid             O     O      O     O               O      O 
 
 
How likely are you to:  

  Definitely Probably May or  Probably  Definitely  
      Will     Will  May Not   Will Not   Will Not 

Recommend this airline to others       O       O        O        O         O 
 
Purchase a ticket on this airline in  
the future               O       O        O        O         O 
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Q 13: 
The goals for the workshop / training were clearly stated SD  D   A SA NA 
at or before the beginning of the event.      O  O  O  O  O 
 
 
Q 14: 
Was the item that you were looking for in stock? 

O Yes   O No 
 
Q 15: 
Rate how knowledgeable and helpful we were in assisting you. 
 

O 1-Poor     O 2     O 3   O 4  O 5-Excellent 
 
Q 16: 

A. I am usually in a bad mood. 
B. I am usually in a neutral mood. 
C. I am usually in a good mood. 
D. I am usually in a great mood. 
E. I am usually in an unbelievably great mood.  
 

 
Q 17: 
In the last 3 months, how often did you and anyone on your health care team talk about all 
the prescription medicines you were taking? 

O Never  
O Sometimes 
O Usually 
O Always 

 
 
Q 18: 
Was your issue resolved? 

O Yes 
O No 

 
Q 19: 
What is your sex? 

O Male 
O Female 
O Don’t know 

 
Q 20: 
Is this your first visit with {place name}? IF YES this is your first visit, do you plan to schedule 
future appointments with us? 

O Yes 
 O No 

O Not applicable (I have been to {place name} previously) 
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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. 

 
Why focus on survey design? 
 

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

2. Self-reports are problematic. 
3. Surveys are often developed without enough study 

or practice. 
4. Surveys developed internally are increasingly 

common and require extra attention.  
5. Question wording can dramatically impact 

responses and data quality. 
6. Today’s survey researcher must work to ensure 

cultural relevance. 
7. Survey fatigue and non-response negatively impact 

data collection. 
 

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

 
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. 
 
 

Purposeful survey design process 
 

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

 c. Understanding survey respondents 
2. Developing questions 

a. Sourcing questions 
 b. Crafting question stems and response options 
3. Finalizing 
 a. Pretesting 
 b. Preparing for administration, analysis, and use 
 

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