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This chapter covers the following topics:

* How to develop a well-designed survey plan.

* How to design survey questions that can validly collect
information about people’s thoughts, feelings, attitudes and
behaviours.

* How sources of survey bias can be avoided.

* How to test your survey questions in advance to save resources in
the long-term.

1.1 Introduction

This chapter is a guide to the process of designing and conducting survey
research. It will show you how to efficiently gather valid survey data, even under tight
budget and time constraints, in order to help you steer a course through the survey
research process. Equipped with an understanding of the principles of good survey
practice discussed in this chapter, you will find that the many challenges of survey
design can be overcome with good planning and critical thinking.

The Figure below provides a visual overview of the survey process from start to
finish. Note how this process involves constant refinement and adjustment in order to

be as efficient and robust as possible.



Figure 0.1 Overview of survey process
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Surveys (also called questionnaires) offer a standardized method of collecting
both quantitative and qualitative data from individuals (not groups or institutions).
A survey can be an excellent tool for gathering information about memories,
knowledge, personal experiences, attitudes and behaviour, as long as the survey
measures are both reliable and valid (quality criteria we’ll return to later on). Surveys

are particularly good for research topics focusing on the details of a person’s recent



actions and experiences or their current thoughts, opinions, interests, intentions or
values. Survey data can be used to address research goals such as describing patterns in
a large population (e.g., national public opinion or customer satisfaction across an entire
business) or determining individuals’ characteristics within a population (e.g., How
much do people earn? How healthy do they feel? Are there variations across different
cities, institutions or ethnicities?). Survey data is also useful for assessing current social
and political conditions from individuals’ perspectives within a population (e.g., Is the
nation moving in a positive direction? What are the consequences of unemployment?
What are the dimensions of current anti-immigrant sentiment?) and comparing the
perspectives of different groups of individuals within a population (e.g., How do people
in differing economic classes feel about their healthcare provision? How do individuals
from different ethnicities living in the same community view crime?).

However, if your research question requires data collection during an event,
activity or social practice (e.g., a religious ritual), surveys can limit the validity and depth
of the data collected in such settings. This may occur either by breaking the normal flow
of the activity (on the spot surveys) or by requiring respondents to reconstruct the
activity in their memory at a later point. Therefore, surveys may not be the right choice
if your goal is to directly measure or observe people’s practices as they develop. For
such topics, instead consider ethnographic methods (Chapter 10).

As surveys often require respondents to reflect on and self-report their

knowledge, attitudes or behaviour, they should sometimes be avoided (see Table 0.1):



Table 0.1 When a survey is an inappropriate method

Research Focus

Research Example

Why a Survey is
Inappropriate

Alternative Method

Causal factors
and events
beyond the
scope of
respondents’
knowledge or
experiences

Surveying the general public
about what factors are
negatively affecting the
national economy

Most people are unlikely
to be aware of many
details about the national
economy

Semi-structured
interviews

Behaviour that

Researching public behaviour

It would be unreasonable

Systematic observation —

respondents in a museum — the number of | to assume that most counting the number of
are unable to times someone stopped to people could accurately times someone stopped
accurately look at a particular sculpture recall details of a one- to look at a particular
recall time abstract event sculpture

Behaviour that | Consumption of illegal Respondents may be Ethnography of a

people are substances (e.g., cocaine) unwilling to accurately particular group/persons
unlikely to report behaviour within a | of interest

disclose survey due to concerns

over legality, disclosing
socially undesirable
behaviour, and
protecting their own
privacy

This chapter doesn’t go into detail on every aspect of the survey process because

the book covers some aspects in other chapters, such as ethics (Chapter 3) and analysis

considerations (Chapters 11 and 12). This chapter pays particular attention to how to

translate your research aims and constraints into workable survey designs, data

collection plans and procedures.

This chapter takes you through the decision-making process for survey design

and data collection, addressing key challenges along the way, such as:

1. Define the goals for your survey. What are you trying to discover? Do
you simply want to be able to describe a population, or are you trying
to discover causal factors? Sometimes these questions are harder to

define than you might think.

Prepare a data collection plan. Where is the data coming from?

Avoid the pitfalls of question design. Do not make needless work for
yourself later in the research process, or worse, generate unusable or
biased data. Mistakes can easily arise that are harder to resolve at

later stages.




4. Test your survey in advance. This chapter guides you through the
process of piloting and survey re-design. This is a good way to save
resources by avoiding wasted data collection effort.

5. Develop strategies and procedures to effectively conduct the survey
data collection. Specific plans with clear procedures can make the
data collection process more efficient. Describing these procedures in
your report also reassures your readers that you have been
systematic in your approach.

6. Plan ahead for survey data analysis. What resources and skills can
you draw upon to make sense of the information you have collected?
It is easy to feel overwhelmed by the amount of information a survey
can generate. Therefore, it is important to ensure you can effectively
analyze the data you collect. This chapter shows how you can take
your later data analysis into account during the survey design
process.

1.1.1 Plan your survey project step-by-step

Begin asking yourself questions to set the boundaries for your topic, aims, target
population and survey design. What time and resources do you have available for data
collection and analysis? Given your available time/resources and external support, how
feasible is your ideal sample size? What is the scope of the research claim you want to
be able to make using the survey results? (e.g., do you want to be able to generalize to
your target population?). The answers to such practical questions feed into the process
of designing survey research; this effectively balances the need for accurate
measurement against your available resources and capabilities. Maintaining a tight
focus on your research question, as well as only collecting survey data that helps you
address it, can save you significant time and resources.

As discussed in Chapter 1, all social research involves compromises between
ideal research procedures and what is actually possible in practice. Navigating the key
survey challenges outlined above with limited resources often requires compromises.

For example, you may need to limit your sample size and the quantity of survey



guestions. Subsequent sections will help guide you through such options and highlight
where in the survey process you may need to make practical decisions.

1.2 Develop your survey research design
1.2.1 Should you use surveys for your project?

This section guides you through the benefits and challenges of choosing
different types of surveys as data collection methods. Surveys are often thought of as a
guantitative method, but can be qualitative as well. Qualitative surveys enable you to
collect data from a larger number of people than other qualitative methods in the same
amount of time. Moreover, you can use surveys to collect qualitative data in settings
that make other forms of qualitative data collection difficult (for example, where people
are in a hurry or are unable to stop for an interview at that moment). In such cases, a
small amount of contact information can be collected at the time. You can then follow
up with an online or telephone-based survey to be completed at a more convenient
time and location. In addition, a survey can be used to collect a combination of
guantitative and qualitative data to simultaneously address different dimensions of your
research topic.

From a practical perspective, surveys can be an especially useful option if you
are going to need other people to administer some of your data collection for you. Most
data collection methods require formal social research training to conduct. However, it
is often possible to have novice researchers, that you train yourself, assist with data
collection for surveys. Having novice helpers distribute and collect self-administered
surveys for you is much simpler and cheaper than trying to prepare them to conduct in-
depth, semi-structured interviews or focus groups (see Chapter 8 for details about these

methods).



Real World Example: Large-scale survey research on a tight budget

A large festival wanted to know how satisfied its audience was with their festival
experiences. To make the most of a small research budget, the festival recruited
volunteers to conduct its audience satisfaction survey. The volunteers did not have any
prior research skills. After a quick briefing, however, they were able to distribute, collect
and enter data from survey forms prepared by a social scientist acting as an external
research consultant. This approach meant the festival could limit its use of a (costly)
social scientist consultant to only the survey design and analysis phases. Therefore, the
festival got the information it wanted without compromising research quality or its

budget.

Maintain efficiency in survey data processing and analysis. Surveys can be
designed in ways that minimize the amount of time required to collect and analyze data.
First, the type of survey questions you use affects the amount of time required for data
analysis. The broadest way of distinguishing question types is open-ended (respondents
generate their own responses) and closed-ended (respondents choose from a limited
range of pre-specified response options).

Closed-ended survey questions produce quantitative data, which is faster to
process and analyze. However, closed-ended quantitative survey research is particularly
sensitive to mistakes in survey and question design that can undermine the accuracy of
your data (thereby eliminating the value of any time savings). In contrast, qualitative
data gathered with open-ended survey responses generally require a much slower and
more in-depth analysis. Open-ended surveys also take significantly longer to administer

and can be harder and more time-consuming to analyze, especially if only a handful of




respondents give a particular response (AAPOR, 2015b). The general rule is: the larger

your sample size, the more time you save overall by using closed-ended questions.

Table 0.2 Strengths and weaknesses of closed- and open-ended questions

Survey Question Type

Response Type

Strengths

Weaknesses

Closed-ended survey
questions

Choice of pre-selected
options

Easy to administer and
complete

Easy to process and
analyze

Enhance comparability
of responses

Generate limited
detail

Sensitive to design
errors
Time-consuming to
design

Can make respondents
feel constrained if they
can’t give their
preferred response

Open-ended survey
questions

Respondents generate
their own responses

Respondents can
answer in their own
terms

Limited researcher bias
Useful for exploring
areas of limited
researcher knowledge

Time-consuming
analysis (Chapters 11
and 12)

Require greater effort
from respondents

Maintaining standardization. From a quantitative perspective, surveys offer the

great advantage of ensuring that every respondent is asked the exact same questions in

exactly the same way. Such standardization makes valid generalizations about your

target research population possible. Without standardization, differences in question

phrasing can make data from different respondents impossible to compare and

combine statistically (Beatty, 1995).

The highest degree of standardization comes from survey forms that

respondents complete by themselves. Self-completion is the norm online, but face-to-

face survey data collection can require verbally administering your questions,

depending on the context. If you're verbally administering your survey, you must ask

the exact same question to each respondent in the same way. Try to anticipate any

aspects of the survey respondents might find unclear and make sure you have a pre-
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prepared standardized list of definitions or elaborated explanations (Conrad & Schober,
2000). You can include follow-up questions or ‘probes’ in your design of a verbally-
administered survey to elicit more detailed responses, but this also requires advance
planning to standardize your procedures. If anybody is going to help you conduct your
survey data collection, they need to be at least minimally trained in following such
procedures, reading questions verbatim and ensuring they don’t accidentally bias
respondents’ answers (AAPOR, 2015a).

Once you have considered these issues and decided that survey methods are
right for your topic, you will face the issue of what makes a ‘good’ survey.

1.2.2 Designing a good survey

Designing a good survey in terms of validity and reliability. When designing a
survey, you must always consider the validity and reliability of your methods and
measures. Validity refers to the extent to which the information you gather from your
survey respondents accurately represents the concept you are studying. For example,
you may be interested in whether intelligence predicts income. Often, researchers will
use educational attainment as a substitute measure of intelligence, because it is easy to
measure and often correlates well with ‘actual’ intelligence. While this is a valid
substitute measure for many research questions, it would not be valid for predicting
income because there are many things that influence educational attainment beyond
simple intelligence. Instead, you may choose to use an IQ test, or something similar.
While an 1Q test only measures one ‘type’ of intelligence, it may still provide more
validity than educational attainment because it more accurately reflects the underlying

concept (i.e., intelligence).



Reliability is a quality criterion that refers to the extent to which the measures
you use, and the data you collect, provide consistent results. A useful way to think
about the distinction between validity and reliability is in terms of different kinds of
survey error. Reliability, in these terms, would refer to random error, or the extent to
which responses to a question randomly diverge from each other. This contrasts with
validity, which can be seen as systematic error, or error that affects all responses to the
guestion in a similar way. It is worth noting that it is impossible to have a valid measure
that is not also reliable, although a reliable measure is not necessarily a valid measure.

A perfectly reliable survey would be completely free of random error, e.g., if you
asked the same questions twice to the same person, in exactly the same way, the
answers would be exactly the same. While it is impossible to remove all random error
from a survey (and thus impossible for your survey to be perfectly reliable), you can
usually increase the reliability of your survey findings by simply taking more
measurements (e.g., increasing your sample size, or asking respondents numerous
guestions that are designed to measure the same concept; for more on creating valid
and reliable measures, see (Chaffee, 1991).

The basics of survey preparation. Use surveys to access thoughts, feelings,
attitudes and values that would normally be difficult to access systematically through
external observation alone. Survey design involves multiple (and sometimes competing)
goals. In your survey you are seeking to:

* Ask questions that allow you to shed as much light as possible on
your area of research.

* Ask no more questions than you need to address your research
question.

* Ask standardized, focused questions that are likely to be relevant and
understandable for your respondents.
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* Avoid the many possible forms of bias, such as leading questions.

Putting these and other goals into practice in your particular project typically requires a
balance. When designing a survey form, you should ask enough questions to thoroughly
address your research question. But if you take this too far and ask too many questions,
then your respondents may feel inconvenienced or fatigued and become unwilling to
finish your survey (Dillman, Sinclair, & Clark, 1993). In order to design a good survey,
you must understand how surveys work from the perspective of respondents and
prepare accordingly.

Survey preparation stage 1: Gaining your respondents’ attention and
understanding. Respondents must pay attention to your survey instructions and
guestions. They must also understand the survey questions’ guidance or instructions,
any terms or concepts embedded within the question, as well as comprehend what
information the survey is seeking (Tourangeau, 1984). To achieve this, you must ensure
your survey questions and instructions are clear, while avoiding jargon and complicated
wording.

Survey preparation stage 2: Ensure that your questions are clear. In order to
ensure that your respondents answer as accurately as possible, ensure that the framing
and context of your questions do not give unintended cues. Respondents formulate
opinions and thoughts — positive and negative — from a range of cues. Such cues include
how the survey questions are written and framed (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974), the data
collector’s appearance and demeanour and the location in which the survey is being
conducted (Godden & Baddeley, 1975), amongst many other factors. For example, it
could be problematic for a uniformed shop employee to verbally survey customers

about their experiences at a store. Respondents (customers) in this situation might give
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answers the employee would want to hear rather than accurately reporting their actual
experiences in order to avoid offending the employee (and thereby causing themselves
psychological discomfort). Your survey design must account for such social norms
(Holtgraves, 2004).

Also think about how your questions might be misinterpreted and phrase
guestions so that respondents do not feel compelled to guess. We'll discuss this issue
later on in this chapter in the sections on writing survey questions and piloting surveys.
However, it's worth pausing here to think about the complexity of answering a survey
guestion. If respondents can only partially recall their memories, they may fill in the
gaps with inaccurate guesses or assumptions to provide a survey response (Menon,
1993). For example, a recent global survey asking zoo visitors to indicate how many
times they had been to the zoo in the last 12 months yielded responses including ‘50’
and ‘300’ (Jensen, 2014). Such large round numbers are immediately recognizable as
estimates (or guesses) rather than precise reporting of past behaviour.

Survey preparation stage 3: Align your survey response options to cultural
norms. It is important that response options align with respondents’ normal language
and information they are likely to know to the greatest extent possible. For example, if
you were researching the use of computer technology by IT professionals, it would
make sense to refer to equipment by the terms IT professionals would use (e.g.,
perhaps use ‘laptop’ instead of ‘portable computer’). If the response options do not
closely match the respondent’s existing knowledge, such as if they are too technical,
respondents may do the following: (1) make a guess, (2) select a neutral or ‘don’t know’

response option or (3) leave the question unanswered. In all of these cases,
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respondents are likely to experience a degree of frustration and this may affect the
accuracy of your data (AAPOR, 2015a, 2015b).

Even with a carefully considered survey design, you can only make reasonable
guesses about what kinds of responses your survey questions will elicit. For example, if
you are asking patrons at a restaurant about how much they enjoyed their meal, you
may feel that it is perfectly clear that you are asking about the food. However, some
respondents may think you are also asking about the quality of table service, décor in
the restaurant and a host of other variables. This kind of confusion can lead to poor
quality survey data (Suessbrick, Schober, & Conrad, 2000).

This means you will need to ‘pilot test’ to refine your survey design. Pilot testing
involves trialling your test survey on a group of people from a similar demographic
background to your intended respondents. A first step is to have your supervisor or
someone else experienced in survey design review your questions and give feedback; do
your questions make sense? Are they phrased appropriately? Are they grouped in a
logical manner?

Then ask your test respondents to actually do the survey. Make this a process of
open dialogue where you not only review the answers they give to ensure that
responses match your questions, but also you ask the test respondents how they felt
and what they thought when completing it. Did they find the questions clear? What was
confusing and why? Take this feedback seriously and refine your questions. You may
decide that you need to do another round of pilot testing if you needed to make a lot of
changes. Remember — it is much easier to find and eliminate errors in pilot testing than

down the road!
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Therefore, the survey process involves a cycle of writing draft instructions,
survey questions and survey responses for respondents, critically evaluating what you
have written, revising those questions, pilot testing and continued revision and so on.

The process of refining your survey could go on indefinitely. However, time is
always limited and, ultimately, you have to make the judgement about when a survey
design is ‘good enough’. Ideally you make this judgment in consultation with others who
can offer you advice and feedback, such as a tutor, colleague or supervisor. Our advice
is that some pilot testing is better than none. So go ahead and collect whatever
feedback you can get (even if that means resorting to using friends and family). Plan
your survey design phase carefully, so as to leave enough time for pilot testing and
revision of your survey questions (for more information, see Oksenberg, Cannell, &
Kalton, 1991).

1.2.3 Making survey design decisions — forks in the road

As you develop your survey design, you will come across a number of forks in the
road (see Figure 0.1). This section guides you through these crossroads, highlighting the
implications of the different survey design decisions you will have to make.

Combine methods or use a survey only? As you consider your survey design,
you will need to decide on appropriate questions to ask, how to phrase them, and what
sort of response options are appropriate. You can obtain this information from
published research on your topic (if it is available), informal conversations with
members of your target population or colleagues familiar with the topic, or by drawing
upon your own informal experience with your research context and target population. If
these sources of information are unavailable or inadequate, you should strongly

consider employing an additional data collection method to fill in the knowledge gap.
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Combining surveys with another method, such as a preliminary small-scale
ethnography or small focus group study, can give you crucial insights about the context
or conditions for your research topic. Hypotheses, variables and contextual knowledge
about the target population developed from preliminary small-scale qualitative research
can feed directly into survey design, enhancing research quality and validity. You can

also follow-up on survey results using a depth-oriented qualitative method.

Real World Example: Combining surveys and other research methods

Eric conducted a combined qualitative and quantitative pre- and post-visit
survey investigating whether zoo visits promoted children’s learning about animals. His
research showed that children who attended a zoo-delivered presentation during their
visits learned much more than children guided only by their regular schoolteachers.
However, the survey didn’t reveal why the schoolteacher-guided zoo visits resulted in
significantly less learning. To address this key question and explain the survey findings,
Eric conducted a small-scale follow-up ethnographic study of schoolteacher-guided zoo
visits. The follow-up study revealed that these schoolteachers had relatively poor
knowledge about zoo animals, which they passed along to their school pupils (rather
than looking up correct answers or admitting they didn’t know an answer). Therefore,
the combined survey and ethnographic study were able to provide a more complete

result than either single method could achieve on its own.

Qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods? Within your survey research, you
can use any combination of closed-ended or open-ended questions. Both types of
guestion can complement each other within a single survey. You can use the

guantitative data generated by closed-ended survey questions to identify general
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patterns. These patterns can then be further explored and deeper explanations
identified using the qualitative data generated by open-ended questions. Closed-ended
survey questions require the least time and resources to analyze, and tend to be the
most reliable if designed well. The great advantage of open-ended survey questions is
that they can gather data on emotions, interests and attitudes that you were not able to
anticipate when first designing the study, and tend to be more valid. A mixed methods
survey enables both kinds of questions to be used together to support and reinforce
each other.

Cross-sectional or longitudinal design? You will need to decide whether to run
your survey at a single point in time (cross-sectional survey) or to conduct multiple
linked surveys focused on investigating change over time (longitudinal survey).
Researchers choose cross-sectional surveys because they are the simplest and lowest
cost option. Often, survey researchers use cross-sectional survey data to measure
change over time (e.g., by asking about attitudes, interests or behaviour in the past, in
the present and projected into the future). While these data can provide interesting
insights, there is substantial risk of bias stemming from the reporting of distant
memories (Menon, 1993; Sanchez, Koskinen, & Plewis, 2014). This risk of bias (and
therefore inaccuracy) is also present when respondents are being asked to speculate
about their future behaviour. Therefore, it is important to be cautious when using data
collected at a single point in time to make claims about events in people’s past or
future, or any changes that might have occurred over time.

Depending on your research question and your available time and resources,
you may want to consider the option of longitudinal survey research. A longitudinal

survey involves at least two separate data collection points, separated by a period of
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time (which could be as little as a couple hours to as much as 10 or more years,
depending on the research topic). While the limitations of self-report still apply, such
data can provide unique and valid insights about change in a phenomenon over a period
of hours, days, weeks, months or even years.

In practice, the challenging logistics and high costs involved in conducting
longitudinal survey research make it an impractical research choice for many people. In
addition, the analysis of longitudinal data (known as ‘Time Series Analysis’) is much
more advanced than anything covered in this book (For an accessible overview of Time
Series Analysis, and for a list of additional resources for conducting Time Series Analysis,
see Williams & Monge, 2001). However, if your research topic focuses on change over
time, it may be worth facing the downsides in order to conduct a small sample
longitudinal study, perhaps using an online survey to lower costs.

Self-administered or verbally administered surveys? Self-administered survey
forms require respondents to read the survey instructions and questions for themselves
and respond on paper or screen without a researcher’s active participation. If there is
verbal interaction between respondent and researcher in this mode, it is generally
limited to an initial invitation to join the study. Once respondents agree to participate,
they may also be verbally advised of the survey’s purpose, ethical conditions (e.g., “you
can withdraw from this study at any time”), and any standard instructions.

For online surveys, self-completion is the norm. It is also common however for
self-administered surveys to be distributed face-to-face, either by researchers, a
gatekeeper or volunteers on the researchers’ behalf. Respondents given survey forms in
face-to-face research encounters can either complete the survey immediately or later at

a time and place that is more convenient. Locations for distributing self-administered
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surveys are typically selected based on where the target population can be most easily
accessed. This kind of data collection can occur in public places, businesses, people’s
homes and anywhere else; potential respondents can be reached by mail, email or
online surveys.

Self-administered survey instructions and questions require the highest level of
clarity. If respondents become frustrated with confusing instructions, they may decide
to stop completing the survey and you might never know why. Moreover, securing an
adequate response rate can be more challenging with self-administered surveys.
Statistically, anything less than a 100% response rate could technically be considered
problematic. In practice however, if 50% or more of those you select for your sample
actually complete surveys, this is usually viewed as a satisfactory response rate. With
online surveys or hard-to-reach populations, even this level of response rate is very
difficult, if not impossible, to achieve in many cases. The important thing is to be
transparent about your sample selection procedures and to be sure to send reminder
messages for any survey forms distributed online or by post (AAPOR, 2015a).

The other option you have at this fork in the road is to verbally administer your
survey. In this option, you (or trained assistants) talk through all aspects of the survey.
Respondents give their answers verbally or by pointing to a survey response option.
Verbally administered surveys can be done over the phone (with or without a
computerized survey form) or face-to-face. As with self-administered forms, verbal data
collection can occur in a wide range of locations.

If you are conducting a relatively brief survey with closed-ended questions, a
verbally administered survey can make participation easy for respondents. This is

especially true in a busy setting where your potential respondents are walking around.
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However, a verbally administered survey has downsides, especially when you

ask open-ended questions. If you are not recording the interaction, you then risk

missing some of your respondents’ words when you attempt to write down their

answers. If you do record, then the amount of time and effort required to process and

transcribe the responses can be substantial if you have a medium to large sample size.

Table 0.3 Self-administered vs. verbally administered surveys

Type

Strengths

Weaknesses

Self-Administered

Allows for data collection from
multiple individuals in different
locations simultaneously.

Can offer respondents full anonymity.

Respondents may be more likely to
provide honest answers on sensitive
topics.

Allows survey to be completed in the
respondent’s own time (useful for
lengthy open-ended questions).
Saves researcher time and resources.

No opportunity to clarify any
unclear phrasing from the survey
instructions or questions.
Achieving adequate response rates
can be challenging (especially with
postal and web surveys).

Can’t probe for further details
about a respondent’s answer
Requires extra up front time
investment to refine survey design.

Verbally
Administered .

Opportunity to clarify aspects of the
survey for respondent.

Easy for respondents to complete
(little effort on their part).

Possible to gain further depth by
asking ‘probe’ questions (e.g., “could
you tell me more about that?”).

More expensive and time
consuming; requires data collectors
to conduct.

Risk of misquoting respondents
when writing down responses.

If survey is recorded; lengthy
transcription process for open-
ended questions required.

Real World Example: Using response cards for verbally administered surveys to reduce

bias

If you are asking any potentially sensitive questions (e.g., anything a person

might not want to state about themselves out loud: personal income, sexual

orientation, drug or alcohol use) in a verbally administered survey, it is good practice to

use response cards with the different response options for a given question so

respondents can point rather than verbalizing their answer. Alternatively, you can

designate the response options with numbers or letters.
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For example, Safia was conducting research on sexual minorities in Nigeria. She
knew that homosexuality was a taboo subject in the country and had to find a way to
allow her respondents to answer honestly. She decided to ask, “Which of the following
most closely matches your sexual orientation?”, but held up a set of response options
on cards: A — Heterosexual, B— Homosexual, C — Bi-sexual, D — Other. The respondent
would answer by saying ‘A’, ‘B, ‘C’ or ‘D’ (or pointing), thereby avoiding the need to
state their sexual orientation verbally and increasing the likelihood that they would be

truthful.

Plan a few steps ahead: Consider available time for data analysis. At this stage
of the survey design process, you should also consider your data analysis. How much
time do you have available for the analysis? Do you have the skills to analyze qualitative
and/or quantitative data? These factors need to be taken into account at the level of
overall survey design as well as the selection of particular questions. For example, you
may need to use closed-ended response options if you do not have the time or skills to
do the qualitative data analysis. Indeed, question design is the next stage in the survey
process.

1.3 Develop your question design
1.3.1 Designing good survey questions and forms
Developing good survey questions requires a degree of ingenuity and knowledge
about your topic. As you begin to fill in the details of your survey form, you will have to

make a number of key decisions about the:

1. Focus of your questions (i.e., what variables you are going to
measure).

2. Type of question response (e.g., Likert, multiple choice, open-ended).
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3. Content and phrasing of your questions.
4. Sequence of questions and overall layout of the survey form.

Before starting any survey data collection, consult the existing research
literature on your topic to see if there are relevant survey questions that have been
used in previous published studies. There may even be an entire set of survey questions
that you could re-use as published or with some adaptation. It is entirely consistent with
good practice in survey research to use and adapt previously published questions for
your research project as long as you cite the author(s) of the original study.

You can also turn to web services that compile the questions and results from
large scale social surveys. Two in particular stand out: SDA and iPOLL. SDA is a service
based out of the University of California, Berkeley, that provides detailed
documentation for a vast set of surveys, including the General Social Survey (GSS) and
the American National Election Study (ANES), and programs for Web-based analysis of
survey data. You can find out more by visiting their website: sda.berkeley.edu

iPOLL, a service of the Roper Center at the University of Connecticut, provides a
comprehensive and easily searchable database that includes over 650,000 survey
guestions (and answers) dating back all the way to 1935. Updated every week, iPoll is a
key survey archive for every major polling organization in America. You can find out
more by visiting www.ropercenter.uconn.edu

Structuring the survey form. Regardless of the topic, survey forms require a
number of standard features. To begin building your survey form, you need to complete
the tasks in Table 0.4.

Table 0.4 Structuring your survey form

Task Strengths

Title your survey form Give your survey form a title at the top of the first page (e.g.,
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‘Cheltenham Festivals Visitor Survey’).

Note the version number

Include the version number (e.g., ‘v.3’) on the survey form in the
headnote or footnote. This will help you track drafts and prevent
you sending the incorrect version to respondents.

Provide a brief introduction

Include a research project description (usually from one sentence
to one paragraph in length), summary of research aims, researcher
identification and sources of funding.

Number individual questions

To speed up the data entry and analysis process later on, you
should number individual questions, with subquestions indicated
as follows: 12a, 12b, etc.

Include contact information

Provide contact and address information, as well as your email
address. It is preferable to use your institutional email address (if
you have one) rather than a personal email account in order to
identify your institution and to give you more credibility.

Offer thanks for participation

Finish with a concluding statement thanking respondents for
participating and, if appropriate, ask for permission to contact
them again in future.

In addition to these basic structural features, there are principles of good survey design

that apply widely:

* Be consistent in phrasing. For example, don’t use ‘job’, ‘employment’
and ‘work’ if just one of these terms would function just as well.

* Avoid using too many different question types (e.g., Likert scale,
multiple choice response, ranked response). It takes time and effort
to get used to a question type; you don’t want to make your
respondent expend this extra effort unnecessarily.

* Ensure questions are as brief as possible. This avoids tiring out or
confusing your respondents.

* Use plain language. Avoid jargon and assumptions of specialist
knowledge unless surveying a specialist population. Try to account for
the likely language capabilities, age and vocabulary of your target
population. If respondents read words they don’t understand or come
across unusual terms, they may lose interest in participating or
provide invalid or irrelevant responses.

* Minimize ambiguity in the questions and response options.

* Use aclear, legible font, such as Times New Roman or Arial that is no
smaller than 11-point in size but preferably 12-point.

* Format your survey consistently, such as the use of jtalics and bold
(e.g., for instructions and for the question or category headings).

Survey form layout. Effective layout of your survey form also helps to keep the survey

data collection process as simple and straightforward as possible for your respondents.
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* Don’t put too many questions on any one survey page. Avoid
overloading respondents by making the page appear like ‘too much
work’ or too intimidating.

* Don’t let your survey get too long. |deally, you should keep a survey
form down to two or three pages while still addressing your research
guestion to avoid hurting your response rate. You may be able to get
away with a slighter longer survey form online, particularly if you
separate the survey form into separate pages focusing on different
aspects of the topic.

Question sequence. The order in which the respondent encounters your survey
guestions can affect the readability and effectiveness of a survey. Keep these general
principles in mind:

¢ Structure your survey to go from general to specific questions, and
from easy/simple to more difficult/complicated questions. This way
the reader can be gradually introduced to your research area and

their thinking will be ‘warmed up’ before more challenging questions
arise.

* Save the demographic questions for the end so that the respondent
does not become fatigued early in the survey from the questions they
can answer most easily.

These principles help to pave the way for your substantive survey questions, by making
the process as easy as possible for respondents. Continue to consider the flow of your
survey form as you select your question types. For example, you don’t want closed-
ended response options too early in a survey form to bias answers to open-ended
questions.

Question types. As you build your survey form, you will need to choose from a
range of well-established question types. You should make this selection based on what
you are trying to discover from a particular question and what kind of analysis you are
able to complete. The list in Table 0.5 offers advice on when to use the most common

survey question types.
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Table 0.5 Common survey question types with examples

Question Type Example
Open-ended ‘What interested you in visiting the store today’?
e . . ‘Please select the category below that matches your household’s
Classification or demographic . , gory y
income’.
Ranked response ‘Rank your preference from amongst the following options’.

‘Select the best answer among the following statements which

Multiple-choice (‘select one’) S,
matches your opinion’.

Multiple-choice (‘tick all that ‘How did you hear about this event? Tick all that apply’.
apply’)

‘Please indicate your level of agreement with the following

Likert scale R
statement’.

Open-ended questions allow respondents to tell you about their experiences,
thoughts, attitudes and values without the constraint of a limited number of response
options. However, many respondents find it burdensome to have to answer too many
open-ended items. Also, beware of the much larger challenge that open-ended survey
data impose at the data entry (if using a paper survey) and data analysis stages.

Classification or demographic questions about the objective characteristics of
respondents (e.g., gender, ethnicity, religious affiliation) can take different forms. For
example, a question about the respondent’s age, could either request the individual’s
exact age, date of birth or an age category to be selected from a list provided by the
researcher. Exact age keeps more statistical analysis options open, date of birth
provides very precise information, but a respondent may feel age category is a less
intrusive question than exact age (thereby making it more likely that they give an
answer).

Ranked response questions should be used when you need to know your
respondents’ relative preferences, when compared to a limited set of alternatives. This

can be an effective question type for researching comparisons between different




26

commercial products, political candidates, preferred medical treatment options or other

finite sets of choices in a particular domain.

Real World Example: Using the ranked response question type

When Melissa was conducting an employee survey for a company making
cutbacks to avoid redundancies, she tried to determine employees’ relative support for
a range of possible undesirable actions: (1) reduced pay by 5% for everyone, (2) forced
unpaid leave of an additional two weeks in every three month period, (3) reduced
holiday leave entitlement, or (4) reduced employer contribution to employee
retirement accounts. By asking for ranked responses, she was able to determine which

of these unpleasant options would be resisted least by employees.

Multiple-choice questions require respondents to ‘select one response’ from a
set of options that you devise. This question type can be used when there are
established (from previous research) or obvious answers that different respondents
might give. By pre-specifying these response options, you save yourself the time-
consuming task of converting a wide diversity of open-ended responses into a smaller
set of categories during the data analysis phase. When you are designing survey
response options for multiple choice questions, the response options need to be:

* Exhaustive: everyone fits into at least one response category

* Exclusive: everyone fits into only one response category (unless
specifically required to ‘tick all that apply’).

* Unambiguous: response categories hold the same meaning for
everyone so that all responses are comparable.

In order to capture any unforeseen answers a respondent might wish to give,
‘Other (please specify): " is often included as one of the multiple choice response

options. An additional way to mitigate the risk of your multiple choice response options
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failing to match a respondent’s desired answer is to qualify the instruction within your
guestion, saying ‘select the best answer among the following statements’ or ‘the option
that is closest to your view’. Finally, it is wise to provide a response option that allows
respondents to get out of a question if they do not have an opinion, view or other
relevant response to offer (e.g., ‘don’t know / no opinion’). For example, if your
question related to views about becoming pregnant, the ‘don’t know / no opinion’
option would allow male respondents to indicate a valid response. Forcing a response in
such cases would increase non-response levels at best, and introduce bias at worst.
Multiple-choice questions that ask respondents to ‘select all response options that
apply’ require extra time for you to process and analyze, when compared to single-
response multiple-choice questions. However, this is sometimes the only viable
guestion type (e.g., for the question ‘How did you hear about this event’, a ‘tick all that
apply’ question listing a range of possible sources such as television broadcasts,
newspaper and word of mouth would typically be the best choice). If you limit your
analysis to descriptive statistics (e.g., identifying the percentages selecting each
response option), then this question type should not substantially delay your data

analysis.

Real World Example: Multiple-choice question

The following multiple-choice (select one) question was asked during an NBC
News Poll (2014) on crime, values, religion, economics and equality.

“Whether you oppose the death penalty or not, which of the following do you
feel is the strongest argument in opposition to the death penalty?...”

The researchers listed five common statements given by advocacy organizations and

politicians in opposition to the death penalty. Importantly, the polling organization also
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allowed respondents to say that all of options were equally strong (i.e., all of these),
that all of the questions were equally weak (i.e., none of these), that they knew of a
different reason that they thought was stronger than any that was listed (i.e., some
other reason), or that they couldn’t decide (i.e., not sure). In total, 10% of respondents
gave one of those options, showing how important it is to cover all possible response
options.

The poll found the following results:

35% - It carries the risk of killing someone who was wrongly convicted
18% - It is not applied fairly or uniformly across the country

13% - It is against my religious or moral beliefs

12% - It costs taxpayers more than life imprisonment

12% - It does not deter murder any more than long prison sentences
1% - Some other reason

2% - All of these

3% - None of these

4% - Not sure

Likert scale questions are best employed when the variable you are measuring has
multiple levels (i.e., not a ‘yes’/'no’ variable). The response scales should normally be 1-
5, 1-7 or 1-9. This allows for a neutral response to be included in the middle of the scale.
The standard Likert scale options are (for a 5-point scale): Strongly Disagree, Disagree,
Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree. These options can be stretched for 7-point scales by
adding ‘Somewhat’ to the list, as follows: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Somewhat
Disagree, Neutral, Somewhat Agree, Agree, Strongly Agree.

You can also use ‘Likert-type’ scales, which use concepts other than ‘agreement’
to anchor the scale. For example, you might have a scale that captures ‘Level of
Concern’ about different political or social issues or ‘Level of Confidence’ in different
types of information or professions. Normally, you should simplify your Likert scale

statement (level of agreement questions) by using positive phrasing (i.e., avoiding
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negation). For example, “I enjoy learning about survey research” (Strongly Agree —
Strongly Disagree) would be simpler for respondents to interpret and respond to than “I
do not enjoy learning about survey research”. To cover the negative possibilities, you
could use a framing such as: “I find survey research difficult to understand” (Strongly
Agree — Strongly Disagree). There are some great online resources for finding well-

tested Likert-type scale response anchors. We especially recommend Vagias (2006).

Real World Example: Likert type question

The following Likert Type question was asked during a Harvard Institute of
Politics (2014) survey on Americans’ attitudes toward politics and public service (March,
2014).

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statement? ... ‘Religious values
should play a more important role in government’.

The question was measured using a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 5
(strongly disagree). Importantly, the survey did not give a “don’t know” response. The
results are listed below:

08% — Strongly agree

13% — Somewhat agree

34% — Neither agree or disagree
13% — Somewhat disagree

31% — Strongly disagree

02% — Decline to answer

Over a third of respondents stated that they neither agreed nor disagreed, with only
13% somewhat agreeing, and 13% somewhat disagreeing. This is an unusually high
number of respondents reporting that their opinion falls in-between agree and

disagree. Because there was not a “don’t know” response, it’s impossible to know how
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many of these individuals didn’t have an opinion versus how many had an opinion that

actually fell in the middle.

The big advantage to the closed-ended survey question types described above is

that the data can be entered (paper form) or imported (online form or tablet) into a

spreadsheet in a numerical format ready to be used in statistical analyses.

Table 0.6 Uses and benefits of survey question types

Question type

Uses and benefits

Possible issues

Open-ended

Allows the respondent to give any
response they choose, without any
constraints

Great for exploratory research,
where you don’t know what the
responses will be

Allows you to capture ‘rare’
responses, i.e., things you may not
expect to find

Lengthy coding process

Can be burdensome for survey
respondents

Can be more difficult to
analyse and to interpret

Classification or
demographic

Captures information about who
the respondent is

Can be used to validate the
representativeness of your sample
Allows you to check for any
systematic differences between
segments of the population

Can feel invasive to the survey
respondent

Can significantly increase the
overall length of the survey

Ranked response

Good for understanding relative
preferences

Especially useful when survey
choices reflect real world choices
(e.g., ranking political candidates, or
vacuum cleaners)

Impossible to know whether
the difference between option
1 and option 2 is the same as
the difference between option
2 and option 3.

Can be frustrating when the
respondent sees no difference
between options

Multiple-choice (‘select
one’)

Useful if you already know what the
most common responses are going
to be, either from prior research or
experience

Easier to code than open-ended
Easier to analyse than multiple-
choice (‘tick all that apply’)

Not as much depth as open-
ended questions

Not as valid as multiple-choice
(“tick all that apply’), especially
if respondents see more than
one option as their top choice

Multiple-choice (‘tick
all that apply’)

Useful if you already know what the
most common responses are going
to be, either from prior research or
experience

More valid than multiple-choice
(‘select one’), especially if
respondents see more than one

Not as much depth as open-
ended questions

Not as easy to analyse as
multiple-choice (‘select one’),
and may require complicated
statistics
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option as their top choice

*  Especially useful for sensitive
demographic questions (e.g.,
race/ethnicity)

Likert scale * Allows you to capture multiple *  Not useful for capturing
levels (i.e., not a ‘yes’/'no’ variable) preferences, or classifications
* Used to capture attitudes, beliefs, * Impossible to know why an
and/or perceptions individual gave a certain
*  Easily used with most inferential response without follow-up
statistics questions
* Easytoanalyse * Impossible to know how

important the attitude, belief,
etc. is without follow-up
questions

Address errors in your survey questions when you spot them. What do you do
when you realize part of the way through your data collection that there is an error in
one or more of your questions? Whether or not you are stuck with your mistake until
data collection finishes depends on what kind of error it is. If it is a typographical
mistake (e.g., a gender response option: ‘femele’) or grammatical error that is irrelevant
to the meaning of the question (e.g., ‘Please select which of the following best
describes, you're experience at the museum...’), then fix it immediately.

You might make a mistake (e.g., a grammatical error or an incorrectly named
response option) that could affect the meaning of the question/response. For instance,
if you were to ask: ‘Regarding your pet’s interaction with the veterinary surgeon, how
do you feel she responded to him?, the pronouns ‘she’ and ‘him’ make it unclear what
information the question is seeking. In this case, you have two possible pathways:

1. Pathway 1: If the flawed version is not useful for addressing your
research questions (as in the case of the preceding example), you
should make the change as soon as possible and exclude all the data
you collected up to that point in time for that survey question. If you
are throwing out a closed-ended response option for a multiple-
choice question, you will need to exclude data for that entire
guestion. This is because respondents’ choices could have been

affected by the flawed response option, meaning that the pre- and
post-change data are not comparable.
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If, however, the flawed response option was on a ‘tick all that apply’
survey question that included a ‘Don’t know/Not Applicable/No
opinion’ option, then you can still use that data with a
‘methodological limitations’ note describing the nature, timing and
rationale for the change you made.

2. Pathway 2: If the flawed version is still meaningful for answering your
research question (but not what you ideally wanted), then you may
want to simply carry on with the flawed version so that you can still
use all of the data you have collected up to that point.

If you have included unnecessary additional response options that you wish you
had not, you will probably have to live with this mistake (and acknowledge it as a
limitation in your write-up — see Chapter 15). If you have failed to include a response
option (that you now realize you should have), you should consider two main criteria
based on how essential the response is to answering your research question:

* Ifitis not essential, then make a note to yourself for future research
purposes and move on.

* Ifitis essential, then ask yourself: how far into the data collection
process are you? If this is a multiple-choice question, you will have to
throw out any data you have already collected on this question. So
the further you are into the data collection process, the more likely
your best course of action is to keep the flawed question/response as
it is. You would then acknowledge this limitation in the methods
section of your research report.

For errors on qualitative survey questions, it is generally less problematic to make
changes during the data collection process because qualitative research does not
necessarily require standardization. If the change affects the question’s meaning, you
may also need to analyze the data from the pre- and post-change versions of the
guestion separately (at least initially) to assess whether the change has affected the
data.

Finally, be careful about pre-categorizing your data (e.g., by asking for age ranges
rather than current age or year of birth). This can limit your data analysis options.

Categories can always be applied later, but pre-categorized data can’t later be
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converted back into continuous data that would allow for a greater range of statistical

analyses (For more information on designing an effective questionnaire, see Bradburn,

Sudman, & Wansink, 2004).

1.3.2 Avoid survey bias

Reducing bias in its many forms improves the reliability and validity of your

survey research. Designing survey forms that avoid or minimize bias can sometimes feel

like running an obstacle course. It is easy to make a potentially hazardous mistake on

your first attempt at designing a survey form. This risk of making mistakes is why it is so

important to edit, get feedback from others and ideally pilot test your survey forms.

Table 0.7 Types of survey bias to avoid

Type of Bias What is it? Example
Researchers unintentionally introduce A business’s customer service team
bias by using survey questions and expecting positive feedback might
response options based on their unintentionally bias their survey by
existing assumptions about the topic asking leading questions. For example,
Researcher . . .
they are researching, the person they the team might ask, ‘What was the best
Expectancy Effect

are interviewing, or the ‘treatment’
(i.e., experimental condition) the
respondent is in (Dutton, Fontaine, &
Alcorn, 2015).

part of your store visit’ and not ask
about the ‘worst part’ because it is
assumed that customers would not
have a ‘worst part’ of their experience.

Acquiescence Bias

All things being equal, respondents tend
to agree with Likert scale (level of
agreement) statements (Kam & Meyer,
2015).

If all such Likert scale statements (‘l am
fairly compensated for the work | do’)
are framed positively, the results may
skew towards agreement purely due to
acquiescence bias. Address this bias by
reverse coding half of the questions. For
example, ‘1 usually feel appreciated at
work’ could be reversed to, ‘I
sometimes feel unappreciated at work’.

Demand
Characteristics

Respondents tend to alter their answers
based on what they believe to be the
expectations of the situation or the
researcher’s preferred result (Orne,
1962).

If respondents are asked by a
uniformed hospital employee for their
verbal feedback on their hospital stay
while still in the hospital, they may give
responses that are more positive than
they really feel because of the implicit
demands of the situation.

Social Desirability
Bias

Respondents try to hide their true views
or behaviours to make themselves look
better (to both themselves and the
researcher) by over-reporting views and
behaviours that are widely praised in

Inaccurately reporting higher levels of
recycling or charitable donations in
order to appear more caring is typical of
this bias. Likewise, people tend to
under-report such socially undesirable
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the respondents culture and under- behaviours as overeating, pornography
reporting those that are not (He, van de | viewing and binge drinking.
Vijver, & Dominguez Espinosa, 2015).

In addition to the common survey biases listed above, it is also important to only
ask for information that respondents could reasonably be expected to know. For
example, you could reasonably ask hospital patients to report their level of satisfaction
with hospital services. However, posing the same question to randomly selected
individuals on the street could be problematic, since many of them might have little or
no experience with the hospital services that are the focus of the research.

Also, ensure you don’t have double-barrelled questions, that is, two questions in
one (see, e.g., Forth, Bewley, & Bryson, 2010). According to the American Association of
Public Opinion Researchers, in this type of question, ‘It is not possible to determine
whether the respondent is indicating one response or the other, of both’ (AAPOR,
2015b). For example, the question ‘Do you support the death penalty and lifetime
imprisonment as criminal punishments for rape?’ is actually two separate questions
(possibly with two completely different answers!).

Equally, you should avoid leading questions that reveal what the researcher is
expecting the results to be, such as “Do you agree that Durrell Wildlife Conservation
Trust is doing important work to save animals from extinction?”. There are two forms of
leading question: (1) by suggesting which position or stance is preferred (as in the
example above), and (2) providing only information about one side of an issue. An
example of the second type might be, ‘If it would result in increased opportunities for
education New Jersey citizens, would you favour or oppose building a new TV
transmitter at liberty science center’ (AAPOR, 2015b). Avoiding such possible sources of

bias is the key to good survey question design.
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Self-Report: A key potential source of bias. Many survey questions involve
requests for respondents to ‘self-report’ information. For example:

1. How satisfied are you with the event you just attended?

2. Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statement:
‘Politically, | tend to identify with the Conservative party’.

These self-report questions are appropriate because a respondent could be expected to
have existing views to report.

Self-report questions can also be problematic when they require respondents to
be highly self-aware and undergo a complicated internal editing process. For example,
guestions asking ‘Did you learn anything during your visit to the museum today?’ (‘Yes’
or ‘No’) would require museum visitors to:

¢ Call up memories of the entire visit.

* |dentify moments from that visit in which new information was
acquired.

* |dentify that acquired information as ‘learning’.

This may be an unrealistic expectation of the respondent, inflating the likelihood of
deviation between what actually happened and its representation in survey data
(Sanchez, et al., 2014). Similarly, you should avoid questions that ask respondents to
predict their future behaviour (e.g., ‘How will your exercise routine change over the
next five years?) or go far into the past to recall details of behaviour or thinking (e.g.,
‘How have your movie preferences changed over the last five years?’). Likewise, asking
about how someone behaves in a ‘typical week’ is likely to introduce bias: How are they
supposed to accurately assess what constitutes a ‘typical’ week? It is best to ask about

specific recent periods of time, such as asking how someone behaved in the last 7 days.

Real World Example: Bad survey question design — Over-reaching with self-
report
To illustrate the challenges involved in using self-report, let’s consider a




recent study that used a self-report measure as its main outcome variable:
“Respondent self-reported knowledge of science and technology was measured
by asking ‘how much would you say that you know about science and
technology.” Answers were close-ended and contained four response options for
respondents to self-report their knowledge levels: ‘nothing at all,” ‘a little,’ ‘a
moderate amount,” and ‘a great deal’” (Falk & Needham, 2013, p. 436).

This survey question is problematic for a number of reasons. First, it is
double-barrelled, requiring a single response from the respondent regarding two
different general topics (science and technology). Secondly, the intervals
between response options are not equal; that is, there is no reason to believe
the space between ‘nothing at all’ and ‘a little’ is the same as between ‘a
moderate amount’ and ‘a great deal’. Other important limitations affecting this
guestion stem from the fact that it is using a self-report measure as a proxy for
directly evaluating science knowledge:

* Low in validity. While this question does measure something (e.g.,
perhaps self-confidence relating to science and technology topics),
it does not measure its intended concept of actual knowledge about
science and technology.

* Low in reliability. Science and technology are multi-faceted
domains, encompassing thousands of different sub-domains, fields
of practice and particular technologies. When one person thinks of
‘science’, they might be thinking of human cloning or neuroscience.
Another person’s mental representation of ‘science’ might focus on
earthquake detection or climate change (or simply a man with
white hair in a lab coat!). This means that respondents are each
essentially answering different questions, depending on which
aspects of science and technology are most prominent for them.

* Risks overestimating knowledge. Social desirability (and ego) may
drive some respondents to overestimate their knowledge.

* Risks underestimating knowledge. Some respondents may not
recognise their knowledge as “knowing something” (e.g., it may just
be taken-for-granted as ‘the way it is’) or being about “science and

36
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technology”. For example, they might have in-depth knowledge
about why and how their heating unit works at home, but not
recognise such knowledge as relating to ‘science and technology’.

The above limitations exemplify the risks of producing inaccurate data by

using self-report when a direct measurement would be more appropriate.

A related, but worse, practice is to ask respondents to report on another
person’s knowledge, feelings or values. An even more problematic variant of the
museum learning question above might be one aimed at parents saying, “Did your child
learn anything during your visit to the museum today?” (‘Yes’ or ‘No’). You can avoid
such flaws by thinking through whether your respondents could reasonably be expected
to have direct knowledge on the topics you are asking them about.

It is easy to miss something important in your survey or just to make a mistake,
so take every available opportunity to get feedback. Feedback from people who know
your topic can be particularly good at pointing out variables or response options you
may have forgotten to include. This is not a replacement for pilot testing, but it can be a
useful tool later in the survey design process.

Once you are confident you have thought through the potential sources of bias
for your survey, you can turn to pilot testing to evaluate whether your survey questions
and formats need further development.

1.3.3 Pilot test your survey

No matter how experienced you are, there will always be small mistakes that
creep into your survey forms. These mistakes can cause problems later on if they aren’t

identified and eliminated in the early phases of your survey design. Pilot tests can help
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you to confirm that the intended meaning of your survey questions are clear to your
respondents and that any directions you provide can be easily and accurately followed.

In this section, we go into detail about the different dimensions of the pilot
testing process. Of course, in practice you may not have the time or the research budget
to employ every pilot testing procedure described below. As we discuss these two main
steps in pilot testing, keep in mind that any effort you can put towards pilot testing will
improve your survey research.

There are two main steps to pilot testing: seeking up-front feedback as you
develop your questions and then testing your near-final draft questions.

Formative pilot testing (step 1): Gaining up-front feedback as you craft your
questions. It can be challenging to develop survey questions when you are not yet very
familiar with the research topic. This means that during the survey design phase it
makes a lot of sense to get feedback from the kinds of people who will ultimately take
your survey. This way, you can be sure that you are adequately covering key issues, and
that the questions you are asking are clear.

There are two main ways that you can go about developing your questions
during this formative phase:

* Ask open-ended survey questions to inform your closed-ended
question design. By asking open-ended questions on the points you
would like to explore with your survey research, you allow your pilot-
testing respondents to show you the range of responses you need to
account for with your closed-ended questions. These answers may
include responses you haven’t yet thought of, and indications of how
your question phrasing can be improved. They may also highlight

when a single, general question should be asked as multiple, specific
questions.

* Engage your pilot testers in an open discussion. Engaging in an open
discussion about your questions and topic areas is particularly useful
when you are not sure what questions to ask, what possible answers
may be forthcoming, or how to phrase questions. This method is most
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helpful when you are in the early stages of designing your survey and
are ‘exploring’ questions and topic areas. If you are doing this at a
later stage in the survey design process, you can also invite critical
comments about whether your draft response options (for closed-
ended questions) make sense and seem reasonable.

Once you receive this feedback, you then return to your draft questions and
refine them before either engaging with pilot testers again to further
improve the questions or moving on to test the near-final questions.

Summative pilot testing (step 2): Pilot testing near-final draft questions. Once
you have refined your individual questions, phrasing and terminology, the survey in its
entirety should be administered to respondents for pilot testing. You can then analyze
responses to open-ended questions and respondents’ feedback to refine all aspects of
the survey form before committing to a set of final survey questions. For more

information on pilot testing, see Oksenberg, et al. (1991).

1.3.4 Design robust data collection plans and procedures

After pilot testing, you need to develop a plan to put your survey into the field
and begin collecting data using standardized procedures. For example, if a person is
invited to participate in a study, they could either agree to participate, reject
participation, or express uncertainty or some other response. You need pre-defined
procedures in place for all of these outcomes. For example, in the case of rejection or
expressions of uncertainty, you could either:

* Thank the individual for their consideration and note any of their visible
demographic characteristics in your refusal log (see below).

* Provide additional information and request participation using different
phrasing.

You should always carefully prepare for all possible reactions from potential

respondents you approach.
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Maintain a refusals log. Individuals declining to participate is a normal part of
the survey data collection process. When it is possible to know something about the
individuals who decline to participate (usually in face-to-face data collection), it is
essential that you systematically capture such information. Refusals have to be captured
systematically and reported in survey research because they can indicate the
representativeness of your survey sample. Complete an entry into your refusal log
immediately after each refusal. Each entry should note the date/time of refusal, any
observable characteristics of the individual who refused (e.g., ethnicity, age, gender,
accompanying individuals such as children) and any reasons they offer for refusal.

A high refusal rate raises the risk that your selected sample differs significantly
from the target population. This means you must be more cautious in making any
generalizations. However, you should not have unrealistic expectations of participation
rates: The frequency of refusals is on a long-term increase worldwide as the total
number of surveys people are exposed to continues to rise. Response rates as low as
30% are not unusual in published survey research. You can analyze the refusals log
entries to see if there are any categories of individuals being systematically lost from the
sample (e.g., disproportionately high numbers of women or ethnic minorities declining
to participate).

While you want to capture refusal information, be sure you don’t pressure
respondents into giving reasons for refusing. Always treat your respondents with
courtesy. If they don’t want to give explanations for refusing, then just thank them for
their time and move onto the next potential respondent. For more information on

refusals and refusal logs, see (AAPOR, 2015a, 2015b).
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Real World Example: Boosting response rates using a supplemental online survey

Eric often conducts research in the hustle and bustle of festivals, zoos or
museums. From past experience, he knows that visitors in such settings frequently
refuse participation because it keeps family members waiting or because they want to
go to their next destination. Therefore, to increase the response rate he implemented a
new system for responding to refusals. If respondents indicated that their refusals were
due to such time-related reasons, then they were offered the secondary option of
providing their email addresses so they could be sent an online version of the survey for
completion when it was more convenient for them (e.g., at home). This additional

procedure increased response rates by about 35%.

Introducing web-based surveys

Conducting your survey using an online system can offer great advantages,
helping to make surveys possible on a limited budget. Web-based surveys also enhance
efficiency in data transcription and management. Instead of entering data by hand from
paper forms, online survey systems allow you to automatically download your data into

Excel or .csv spreadsheets, ready for data cleansing and analysis.

Real World Example: Doing survey research with limited resources

Matthias wanted to do research during his undergraduate studies comparing the
views of aid agency workers on the controversial topic of giving food aid to groups
accused of war crimes. He had no assistance for the study (it was only him!) and
financial resources were limited to exactly $0.00. Conducting interviews was one
possibility, but travelling around the world to meet each participant would have been

expensive. Instead, he used a web-based survey and conducted interviews via Skype to
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gather his data. This offered a no-cost means of collecting data, allowing him to

complete the research within budget.

Assess appropriateness for your target population. Online surveys can open up
new global research questions by allowing you to gather data from individuals around
the world with no additional cost. Online surveys can be the most appropriate choice
for data collection with certain populations, such as white collar professionals who tend
to already have good computer access. University students are also a good population
to survey online because in most parts of the world they have at least basic access to an
email account and computers. Online surveys can be especially useful when your
desired respondents are geographically dispersed. They can open up new global
research questions by allowing you to gather data from individuals around the world
with no additional cost.

At the same time, it is important to keep in mind that not everyone has access to
the internet or the technical ability to participate online. If your target population is
poor, under the age of 12, over the age of 65, or located in a developing nation, you will
need to be cautious when choosing an online survey approach. For an in-depth
discussion of the pros and cons of using online survey methods, see Baker, Blumberg
and Brick (2010).

Choose a web-based survey system. Online survey data collection can be
conducted using both paid and free of charge services. Some of the prominent free
online survey options are:

1. Google Docs/forms: Not designed for survey use, so requires some

effort to get the survey form into a suitable format. This option
should only be used for internal surveys, as it is difficult to make it
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look professional. However, this option is free, regardless of the
number of forms or survey respondents you have.

2. Lime Survey: Requires technical proficiency, including knowledge of
the Linux operating system and computer coding.

A number of online survey websites offer free use of their service for a small number of
survey forms:

1. Wufoo.com: An easy-to-use website for creating web survey forms
without any computer coding knowledge. It offers a small number of
survey forms on a free account. Alternatively you can upgrade to a
paid account for a monthly fee to allow you to create more survey
forms and receive a larger number of survey responses.

2. Surveymonkey.com A very popular website because of its simple set-
up. It also does not require computer coding skills and allows you to
start with a limited free account, or upgrade to a pay account for
more capacity.

3. Qualtrics.com This service has become the go-to online survey
platform for University researchers and major corporations alike.
Qualtrics is great for both novices and experts, merging the ease of pre-
formatted questions and survey designs with the ability to go ‘under the
hood’ to change any aspect of the survey you want. Perhaps the best
feature of Qualtrics is its incredible randomization features, allowing you
to test for question order effects, question wording, etc.

The number of survey responses you are allowed with these websites is unlikely to
be enough for most projects. Therefore, you will likely need at least a small amount of
money and a credit or debit card available for the duration of the data collection if you
use these services. However, the advantage of using specialised survey sites is their
provision of the tools you need to conduct an effective online survey. Furthermore,
because they are designed specifically for surveys they are more likely to connect to
other applications that can allow you, for example, to conduct part or all of your data
collection using a tablet. Moreover, surveys on wufoo.com can be synched with Android
or Apple tablets or smartphones using a second service called ‘Device Magic’. A number
of other companies offer additional services that sync with both Wufoo and Survey

Monkey.
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Build your online survey form. When you design your online survey you can easily
identify tools to enable you to ask a range of different question types. For example, for
multiple choice questions, you use radio buttons so respondents can only choose one
response option. For ‘tick all that apply’ survey questions, you would use check boxes so
respondents could choose multiple response options. Be very careful about setting any
guestions so responses are ‘required’. Required fields can easily create problems for
respondents, causing them to become frustrated and exit your survey prematurely. You
should only require answers for those questions that are absolutely essential (e.g., you
may need an email address from respondents to send them a follow-up survey later on).

Survey data collection using tablets or smartphones

An app on your tablet or smartphone can sync with online survey forms, allowing
you to collect data face-to-face, which automatically uploads to the online survey
system. This option holds great advantages (see Table 0.8). However, if you are using
tablets or smartphones as your main data collection mode, you should be prepared with
back-up paper forms, just in case.

Table 0.8 Pros and cons of survey data collection using tablets or smartphones

Benefit Downsides

* No need to pay someone to enter the data, | ®* You need access to Wi-Fi at some point (or mobile
which also reduces data entry errors. data).

* Automatically captures certain information * You may need to buy one or more tablets or other
such as time, date and/or location of survey electronic devices. This can be a particularly
completion. important problem if you lack sufficient funding.

* Data available for instant secure download, | * Some respondents may not be comfortable using
allowing data analysis to commence the technology, thereby making them less likely to
without delay. participate in your research.

* In the case of larger sample sizes, avoids * Technology problems can cause major delays and be
the logistical problem of transporting large challenging to resolve
volumes of paper. * Dependence on having fully charged the battery of

* Limits risk of transcription errors due to your data collection devices.
illegible handwriting or sloppy data entry. * An extra layer of pilot testing is needed to ensure

* No printing costs or risk of losing paper the technology works as intended.
survey forms.
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Data collection using paper survey forms usually imposes greater pressure on time
and resources. Consider your budget, level of comfort with (and access to) technology
and your target population when deciding whether to use online or tablet-based
surveys. The most obvious opportunity to use an online survey is when your research
topic focuses on activity taking place online (e.g., political discourse in online news
comment websites; use of Facebook profile pages for self-presentation and other
purposes; online health advice websites as a replacement for doctor visits). Of course,
there are times when paper-only or a hybrid of paper and electronic survey forms are
the only viable option (e.g., self-completion survey of political views of low-income

elderly citizens in care homes).

Top tips: Making the most of your survey design

¢ Keep focused on the outcome variables that are most important for your research.
Avoid the temptation to stock your survey with extra questions ‘just in case’ you
might need them.

* Once you have created a first version of your survey, critically review each question
to ensure it has a clear connection to your research question.

* Keep your analysis firmly in mind when deciding on the type and quantity of
guestions. Avoid overloading yourself with data you won’t have time to process and
analyze.

e Ensure your survey questions and response options are as clear and concise as
possible. If possible, use pilot testing to check this.

* Use plain language. Avoid jargon and assumptions of specialist knowledge.

* Generally phrase questions / statements in positive to minimise any confusion
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e Be careful about pre-categorizing your data (e.g. by asking for age ranges rather
than current age or year of birth). This can limit your analysis options later in the
research process. You can always convert the more detailed data to categories later,
but pre-categorized data can’t be turned back into continuous data.

* Ensure you don’t have any double-barrelled questions (e.g., ‘What interested you in
visiting the festival this year and last year?’).

* Finally, be realistic about what your respondents can reasonably be expected to
know and to report to you. For example, ask about current views, rather than past

or future views to limit the risk of error.

1.4 Conclusion

This chapter has addressed the key elements of the survey design and data
collection process. We began with the question of whether surveys are the right choice
for your research project. We then discussed the guiding principle for survey design:
Balance a consistent focus on your research question with the practical constraints you
are facing. Issues of sampling were taken up in an earlier chapter, but you may need to
re-evaluate your sampling plans in light of your survey design choices (e.g., selecting
open-ended versus closed-ended survey questions). Indeed, the chapter highlights the
rule of thumb that closed-ended questions require more time and planning at the
earlier design phase of the research process, whilst open-ended questions lead to much
greater demands for time and resources in the data analysis phase. Moreover, this
distinction becomes stronger as sample size increases.

We then described the survey process as a whole before going into detail about

the principles of good practice in question selection and design. We showed how pilot
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research is often necessary to effectively design survey questions, forms and
procedures, and avoid unnecessary work in the long-term. Finally, we highlighted the
importance of survey data collection plans and procedures, with a particular focus on
the use of refusal logs.

This chapter has highlighted the detailed considerations involved in designing and
conducting survey research while facing resource limitations. In sum, if survey design
seems too easy, then you are probably doing something wrong! While there are
straightforward rules for surveys that have been worked out through decades of
methodological research, survey design does take careful thought, editing and (ideally)
pilot testing. From surveys, we now turn to the more resource-intensive data collection
methods of qualitative interviewing, focus groups and ethnography. These methods
have very different strengths and weaknesses, which we will elaborate in the next two
chapters. As you read on, continue to consider which method of data collection would

be most beneficial for accurately addressing your research question.

Suggestions for Further Reading

* American Association for Public Opinion Research. (2015). Retrieved 4
July, 2015, from www.aapor.org The American Association for Public
Opinion Research. www.aapor.org. As the leading association of public
opinion and survey research professionals, the AAPOR provides a huge
body of resources for both experts and lay public alike. In addition to
providing links to the journals the organization sponsors, the AAPOR
website has an entire section dedicated to survey education and
resources. There are guides to reading surveys, fielding surveys, writing
about surveys, and much more.

¢ de Leeuw, E. D., Hox, J., & Dillman, D. (Eds.) (2008) International
handbook of survey methodology. New York: Lawrence Erlbaum. If
you’re wanting a more in-depth look at the entire survey process, this
edited volume is a great resource. There are 25 chapters covering every
step in the survey process, taking you from conception to data analysis.




De Vaus, D. A. (2002). Surveys in social research. London: George Allen
& Unwin. If you know that surveys are your chosen research method,
this book offers a useful starting point. This readable book offers useful
insights across the whole survey process, but the sections on survey
data analysis and interpretation are especially helpful.

Link, M. W., Murphy, J., Schober, M. F., Buskirk, T. D., Childs, J. H., &
Tesfaye, C. L. (2014). Mobile technologies for conducting, augmenting
and potentially replacing surveys: Executive summary of the AAPOR
Task Force on Emerging Technologies in Public Opinion Research, Public
Opinion Quarterly 78(4). The field of survey research is moving quickly,
with a number of important cultural and economic factors quickly
reshaping how surveys are done. This article gives an overview of how
new and emerging technology may be able to fundamentally change
(and hopefully improve) survey research of the future, while also giving
guidance about how to embrace mobile technology in an ethical and
effective way.

Tourangeau, R., Rips, L. & Rasinski, K. (2000). The psychology of survey
response. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. This book is slightly
dated, but draws together a clear and concise summary of key
methodological research relevant to surveys. The book helpfully
provides the details of studies that were used to test different kinds of
survey bias. This allows you to draw your own conclusions about
adjustments you should make to your survey designs in light of known
survey response biases.

Glossary

Acquiescence bias — All things being equal, respondents tend to agree with

Likert scale (level of agreement) statements.

Close-ended question — A survey question where respondents choose from a

limited range of pre-specified response options.

Cross-sectional survey — A survey that collects information reflecting a single

point in time.

Demand characteristics — Respondents tend to alter their answers based on
what they believe to be the expectations of the situation or the researcher’s

preferred result.
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Demographic question — A question about the objective characteristics of the

respondents (e.g., gender, ethnicity, religious affiliation).

Likert scale — The sum of responses to several Likert type items, reflecting the

direction and intensity of attitudes, beliefs, etc.
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Likert type item — A statement that a respondent is asked to evaluate on any
subjective or objective dimension ranging from one extreme to another (e.g.,
from 1 - strongly disagree to 7 - strongly agree).

Longitudinal survey — Multiple surveys with the same or similar questions;
focused on investigating change over time.

Multiple choice ('select one') question — A closed ended survey question that
only allows for one response.

Multiple choice ('tick all that apply') question — A closed ended survey question
that allows for multiple responses.

Open-ended question — A survey question where respondents generate their
own responses.

Pilot testing — The process of administering, and gaining feedback on, all or

part of your survey prior, in order to confirm that the intended meaning of

your survey questions are clear to your respondents and that any directions
you provide can be easily and accurately followed.

Ranked response question — A survey question where respondents are asked
to rank a finite series of items according to some stated criteria, from highest
to lowest.

Refusals logging — The systematic capturing and reporting of information
about who refused to participate in your survey and why.

Reliability — A prerequisite to validity; refers to the extent to which the
measures you use, and the data you collect, provide consistent results.

Researcher expectancy effect — Researchers unintentionally introduce bias by
using survey questions and response options based on their existing
assumptions about the topic they are researching.

Self-administered survey — A survey where respondents are required to read
the survey instructions and questions for themselves and respond on paper or
screen without a researcher’s active participation.

Social desirability bias — Respondents try to hide their true views or
behaviours to make themselves look better (to both themselves and the
researcher) by over-reporting views and behaviours that are widely praised in
society and under-reporting those that are not.

Standardization, survey — Every respondent is asked the exact same questions
in exactly the same way

Validity — The extent to which the information you gather from your survey
respondents accurately represents the concept you are studying.

Verbally administered survey — The individual administrating the survey talk
through all aspects of the survey, including both direction, questions and
response choices.



50

Bibliography

AAPOR. (2015a). Best practices for research. Retrieved 4 July, 2015, from
http://www.aapor.org/AAPORKentico/Standards-Ethics/Best-Practices.aspx

AAPOR. (2015b). Question wording. Retrieved 4 July, 2015, from
https://www.aapor.org/AAPORKentico/Education-Resources/For-
Researchers/Poll-Survey-FAQ/Question-Wording.aspx

Baker, R., Blumberg, S. J., & Brick, J. M. e. a. (2010). Research synthesis: AAPOR report
on online panels. Public Opinion Quarterly, 74(4), 711-781.

Beatty, P. (1995). Understanding the standardized/non-standardized interviewing
controversy. Journal of Official Statistics, 11(2), 147-160.

Bradburn, N. M., Sudman, S., & Wansink, B. (2004). Asking questions: The definitive
guide to questionnaire design -- For market research, political polls, and social
and health questionnaires (Revised ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Chaffee, S. H. (1991). Explication. Newbury Park: SAGE.

Conrad, F. G., & Schober, M. F. (2000). Clarifying question meaning in a household
telephone survey. Public Opinion Quarterly, 64(1), 1-28.

Dillman, D. A., Sinclair, M. D., & Clark, J. R. (1993). Effects of questionnaire length,
respondent-friendly design, and a difficult question on response rates for
occupant-addressed census mail surveys. Public Opinion Quarterly, 57(3), 289-
304.

Dutton, G. R,, Fontaine, K. R., & Alcorn, A. S., et al. (2015). Randomized controlled trial
examining expectancy effects on the accuracy of weight measurement. Clinical
obesity, 5(1), 38-41.

Falk, J. H., & Needham, M. D. (2013). Factors contributing to adult knowledge of science
and technology. Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 50(4), 431-452.

Forth, J., Bewley, H., & Bryson, A. e. a. (2010). Survey errors and survey costs: A
response to Timming’s critique of the Survey of Employees Questionnaire in
WERS 2004. Work, employment and society, 24(3), 578-590.

Godden, D. R., & Baddeley, A. D. (1975). Context-dependent memory in two natural
environments: On land and underwater. British Journal of Psychology, 66(3),
325-331.

Harvard Institute of Politics. (2014). Survey of young Americans’ attitudes toward
politics and public service. 25th. Retrieved 18 July, 2015, from
http://www.iop.harvard.edu/sites/default/files_new/Harvard ToplineSpring201

4.pdf




51

He, J., van de Vijver, F. J. R., & Dominguez Espinosa, A., et al. (2015). Socially desirable
responding: Enhancement and denial in 20 countries. Cross-Cultural Research,
49(3), 227-249.

Holtgraves, T. (2004). Social desirability and self-reports: Testing models of socially
desirable responding. Personality & Social Psychology Bulletin, 30(2), 161-172.

Kam, C. C. S., & Meyer, J. P. (2015). How careless responding and acquiescence response
bias can influence construct dimensionality: The case of job satisfaction.
Organizational Research Methods, 18(3), 512-541.

Menon, G. (1993). The effects of accessibility of information in memory on judgments of
behavioral frequencies. Journal of Consumer Research, 20(3), 431-440.

NBC News. (2014). Americans weigh in on lethal injections. Retrieved 18 July, 2015,
from http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/lethal-injection/americans-weigh-
lethal-injections-n105501

Oksenberg, L., Cannell, C., & Kalton, G. (1991). New strategies for pretesting survey
questions. Journal of Offical Statistics, 7(3), 349-365.

Orne, M. (1962). On the social-psychology of the psychological experiment -- with
particular reference to demand characteristics and their implications. American
Psychologist, 17(11), 776-783.

Séanchez, J. P, Koskinen, J., & Plewis, I. (2014). Measurement error in retrospective work
histories. Survey Research Methods, 8(1), 43-55.

Suessbrick, A., Schober, M. F., & Conrad, F. G. (2000). Different respondents interpret
ordinary questions quite differently. Proceedings of the American Statistical
Association, 907-912.

Tourangeau, R. (1984). Cognitive aspects of survey methodology: Building a bridge
between disciplines. Report of the advanced research seminar on cognitive
aspects of survey methodology. In T. B. Jabine, M. L. Straf & R. Tourangeau
(Eds.), (pp. 73-100). Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1974). Judgment under uncertainty: Heuristics and biases.
Science, 185(4157), 1124-1131.

Vagias, W. M. (2006). Likert-type scale response anchors. Retrieved 18 July, 2015, from
https://www.clemson.edu/centers-institutes/tourism/documents/sample-

scales.pdf

Williams, F., & Monge, P. (2001). Time series analysis Reasoning with statistics: How to
read quantitative research (5th ed., pp. 195-215). Boston, MA: Wadsworth
Cengage Learning.



