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Session Outcomes

• Articulate appropriate uses for surveys

• Write effective survey questions

• Construct an effective questionnaire

• Choose an appropriate sample in both 
type and size

• Boost survey response rate

• Choose an appropriate online survey 
tool



Survey Overview

• What do you want to know?
–What are your assessment questions?
– What are your goals: needs assessment, 

satisfaction, outcomes, etc.

• Who do want to know it from?
• How are you going to use the data?
• Why use a survey?



Survey Overview

• Why use a survey?
–Easy to gather data from a lot of people 

quickly
–Requires only limited resources
–Able to generalize

• Surveys can be overused



Survey Administrative Methods

• Interview
– In person
– Phone

• Paper
– In person
– Mail

• Online
– E-mail
– Web link



Online Surveys

Strengths
– Inexpensive
–Rapid turnaround for data collection
–Data entry easy, if not automatic



Online Surveys

Weaknesses
–Need valid e-mail address
–Respondent needs access to computer
–Respondent needs to be computer 

literate
–Frequently overused



Analysis

Consider analysis prior to survey 
development.  It determines:

–Type of question to ask
• Open-ended vs. close-ended

–How questions are asked
–Response options
–Response option formats



Writing Effective Questions

Fowler’s standards
–Consistent understanding
–Consistent administration format
–Respondents know what answer formats 

are acceptable and wanted
–Answerable question
–Everyone is willing to answer each 

question

Fowler, 1995 pp 2-3



Types of Questions

• Open-ended
• Close-ended



Open-Ended Question

1. What is the name of your current 
primary employer?

2. What was the most important thing 
you learned from this workshop?

3.  Describe how well your questions 
were answered at your last doctor’s 
appointment?



Close-Ended Question with 
Ordered Response Categories

To what extent has your immediate 
supervisor demonstrated strong 
leadership qualities?

All of the time
Most of the time
Some of the time
Seldom
Never 



Close-Ended Question with 
Unordered Response Categories

Which of the following attributes do 
you feel best describes your 
immediate supervisor?

Leadership
Innovation
Team builder
Communicator



Close-Ended Question with 
Unordered Response Categories

Rank the following attributes according to 
how they best describe your immediate 
supervisor.  Put “1” in the box next to the 
attribute that best describes your supervisor 
and so on, with “4” next to the attribute 
that least describes your supervisor

Leadership
Innovation
Team builder
Communicator



Hybrid Question

To which hospital do you live closest?
Mary Hitchcock Memorial Hospital
Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center
Mount Ascutney Hospital
Other _____________



Hybrid Question

1. Which hospital or clinic do you 
prefer to attend?

Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Center
Mary Hitchcock Memorial Hospital
Mount Ascutney Hospital

2. Please explain:



Writing Effective Questions

Open-ended versus Close-ended
–What information do you want?

• Do you want a standardized response

–How will you analyze your data?



Writing Effective Questions

• Keep questions simple and specific
• Keep it short
• Use language everyone can 

understand 
• Ask one question per question
• Have mutually exclusive and 

exhaustive response options

Dillman 2002, chapter 2



Writing Effective Questions

• Use precise quantifiers and time 
referents

• Don’t have respondents make 
unnecessary calculations

• Avoid double-negatives
• Avoid bias

Dillman 2007



Constructing the Survey

First question should
–Apply to everyone
–Easy to answer
– Interesting
–Connect the respondent to the survey 

purpose

Dillman, 2007



Construction the Survey

• Clearly identify the beginning of each 
question

• List answer options vertically
• Be consistent

–Punctuation, verb tense, format, etc.

• Make navigation clear
• Place instructions at point of need



Sampling

Why sample?
–Cheaper
–Faster
– Just as valid, when done right



Types of Sampling

• Probability
–Random sampling

• Non-probability
–Convenience sampling
–Purposive sampling



Sample Size

Appropriate sample size
–Population size
–Sampling error
–Time and money available
–Analyses



Sample Size

Rule of thumb
–100 for descriptive study
–50 for correlational study
–30 for experimental study

(Frankel and Wallen, 2004, p. 109)

Sample size calculator
http://www.surveysystem.com/sscalc.htm

http://www.surveysystem.com/sscalc.htm


Pre-Testing

• Ensure that respondents read the 
questions as you intended

• Highlight poorly worded questions
• Ensure clear instructions
• Determine amount of time needed



Response Rates

• Preferred = 100%
• Typical = 25-30%

• Want responses to representative 
–Check by comparing demographics of 

respondents and non-respondents



Boosting Response Rates

High yield
• Multiple contacts  (8-29%)

–Pre-notice, invitation, 2 reminders, 
thank you 

• Incentives (12-24%)
–Should be pre-paid
– If post-paid, should be enticing

Porter, 2004



Boosting Response Rates

Moderate yield
• Requests for help (18%) 
• Salient survey (12-14%)
• Official sponsorship (9-14%)

Low yield
• Short length (5%)

Porter, 2004



Boosting Response Rate

Mixed yield
• Providing explicit deadlines
• Personalized correspondence

Unknown yield
• Confidentiality/anonymity

Porter, 2004



Human Subject Review

• Federal mandate
• “Human subjects research”
• Evaluation vs. generalizable research
• Committee for the Protection of Human 

Subjects (CPHS)
– Exempt
– Expedited
– Full Review

• http://www.dartmouth.edu/~cphs



Ethical Evaluation

• Informed consent
• Voluntary participation
• No repercussions for non-

participation
• Confidentiality
• Minimize risk



Online Survey Tools

• SurveyMonkey
• ZapSurvey
• Zoomerang
• QuestionPro
• SurveyGizmo
• …



Choosing a Tool

• Survey design
• Distributing the survey
• Analysis
• Cost
• Special needs



SurveyMonkey



SurveyMonkey



SurveyMonkey



SurveyMonkey Workshop



SurveyMonkey Workshop



More Resources

Survey Development Research Guide

Biomedical Libraries web page

http://www.dartmouth.edu/~biomed


Questions?
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