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Survey Suggestions


Taggert J. Brooks

Below are a few notes and suggestions that I’ve acquired.  Many of you make the same types of mistakes, so think of ways to improve your survey by applying the solutions below.

You need to include a space for a Survey ID, interviewer ID so you can uniquely identify every survey and know who conducted the interview. Again see the front of the trucking survey I handed out.  Every categorical answer needs to be pre-coded and every question should have a unique number.  You will be expected to fill out one survey per interview, which means photocopying your survey, so make sure that it is compact as possible.
Screening questions such as “Are you a UWL student?” are asked BEFORE you start the survey, and as such are not included on the survey.  
Here are some common problems I ran across with some suggested changes.

Where are you from?_________
Do you want to know where they lived before moving here? Where they were born, or where they have citizenship? Where they went to high school?  Be clear, and concise.

What is your family’s income_______?

Annual? Monthly? Gross? Net?

Are you interested in studying abroad?  (0)Yes   (1)No

Most of the surveys are plagued with an abundance of yes/no questions.  Yes/no questions are fine for filter questions, or other questions where you want to know they have ever done something, or if they have a certain attribute.  But they are otherwise generally to be avoided, since they are very blunt tools (they aren’t as sensitive a measure as they could be), and a survey with only yes/no questions can not hope to understand the depth and intensity of the attitude of the respondent.  Here is how you might reword it to avoid this problem and get at the intensity of the interest.

We are trying to gauge your level of interest in studying abroad? Are you very interested, somewhat interested, not very interested, or not at all interested?

1. Very interested 
2. Somewhat interested 
3. Not very interested 
4. Not at all interested

Another area of problems is strikingly similar to padding in an essay, it attempts to make the survey look longer then it is or needs to be, by repeating parts of a question that will only bore the respondent.  An example is:

2. How much of the tax credit do you expect to spend on durable goods, such as washers, dryers, lawnmowers, etc….?

3. How much of the tax credit do you expect to spend on non durable goods such as food and clothing?

4. How much of the tax credit do you expect to spend on non-essential services?

5. How much of the tax credit do you expect to spend on other forms of spending such as, paying credit card debt and paying towards other loans?

6. How much of the tax credit do you expect to spend for investment purposes such as bonds or stocks?

7. How much of the tax credit do you expect to put into a savings account?

Combining multiple questions with similar sentences
I would suggest changing it as follows:
2. For the following questions I’m going to ask you how much of the __________ (insert amount from 1) Q tax credit you expect to spend on each of the categories.  How much do you plan to spend on:

a. durable goods (such as washer, dryers, lawnmowers, etc) ____________
b. non-durable goods (such as food or clothing) __________________

c. spend on non-essential services

d. other forms of spending such as, paying credit card debt and paying towards other loans___________

e. investment purposes such as bonds or stocks?_________________

f. put into a savings account__________________

Some surveys also have difficulty handling the order of questions, and how you write the skips.  The interviewer is supposed to read the questions in order, unless the read an instruction otherwise.  So if you don’t want them to read the next question if they answered no to the current question make sure you tell them to skip next to the no answer, again see the trucking survey for details.

1. Have you ever had plastic surgery?  Yes   No

-If yes, what did you have done? _________________

This should be rewritten as follows:

1. Have you ever had plastic surgery?  1. Yes   

0. No (Skip to 3)

2. What did you have done? _________________

Note: The above question has other problems, think of the problems they’d face if they interviewed Michael Jackson?  It might be easier to ask what he didn’t have done.  They should close the question up by providing a “check all that apply” (see below), and provide a list of the most common types, and an other category.

Another problem, is not so much a problem with the question, as it is a way to easy the coding process.  You can turn a question that includes a “check all that apply” into a series of yes no questions. (note: this is not a violation of the above “rule”, as the point of the question is merely to find out if they do or do not subscribe to something) 
Here is a series of questions that can be re-worked (look at the trucking survey for other ways to handle this.

4.  Do you subscribe to any magazines?


Yes/No

5.  Which magazines do you subscribe to?


_____________________


_____________________


_____________________


_____________________

6.  If the answer is no to question 3, which magazines have you looked through in the past month?
_____________________




_____________________




_____________________




_____________________

First this will be a bitch to code, since you have to code every possible magazine answer you get, so you’re better off concentrating on a series of 5 or 6 magazines that represent the classes that you are interested in.  You may not even use the title of the magazine you might just use the genre, like men’s fitness, beauty, etc.

	
	Do you subscribe to:
	Have you looked at_in the last month?

	Teen
	1 yes        0 No
	1 yes        0 No

	Sports Illustrated
	1 yes        0 No
	1 yes        0 No

	GQ
	1 yes        0 No
	1 yes        0 No

	Maxim
	1 yes        0 No
	1 yes        0 No


Another problem is that you often assume too much and as my Geometry teacher said, that makes an ASS out of U and ME.  Don’t assume anything.

What kind of change would you like to see in the hours of operation?


1. More Hours


2. Less Hours


3. A Shift in Hours


4. No Change

This question does provide a No Change category, put the way it is worded suggests they would like to see a change.  (note: the answer categories are not mutually exclusive, since shifting the hours can be done even if you increase, decrease or keep the same). Another way to word it would be as follows:
If you could set the hours of operation at the Galley dining area, would you Increase, decrease, or keep the number of hours the same?

1. Increase

2. Decrease

3. keep the same

Several surveys try and measure what they want by asking people directly.  This is fine if people will know the answer, but often time they don’t know or haven’t thought about it.  Example:

Is your religion a factor in your decision making?  Yes   No

Well yes...or no...I’m not quite sure. I was raised Lutheran, we went to church once and awhile, I was confirmed and I know the 10 commandments so I suppose all that affects my decision making.  But what have I said? Nothing.  It’s like asking if your parents affect your decision making.  Of course they do they raised you, and you can’t escape nurture.  Sometimes you need to be a bit more crafty in your questioning.  Rather then ask something like that directly, think about how religion affects peoples decision making and ask them that question.  Think about the other attributes that someone whose decision are greatly affected by religion would have.  How often do they pray? How often to they go to church?  It turns your question into something they can give an accurate answer to, and yet it is highly correlated with the question you were originally asking.
Finally too many surveys are satisfied with just measuring how people feel, not why they feel the way they do.  It’s like you are doing a survey on obesity and you are asking people how much they weigh.  It’s good information and useful to know, but so what? What will you be able to do with that information?  Not a lot, unless you understand why they weigh as much as they do, only then are you getting to the casual research we talked about, where we increase our understanding.  Otherwise it is merely descriptive research.
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Survey Design:  Common problems

Taggert J. Brooks

1. Ambiguity with regard to frequency determinations.

Example:
How many times have you been to the doctor?  
The time span is ambiguous and indeterminate.  Does the questioner mean within the last week or ever?  If they mean ever it’s not clear the respondent will be able to provide quality information.  When asking for a frequency (number of occurrences) keep it to a time frame that won’t excessively tax the respondents memory.

2. Organization.

Use filter questions to reduce respondents then ask all questions that can be asked of only those respondents at that time.  Keep similar questions together.

3. Scale agreement.  Often the responses categories are not in agreement.

Example:
How did happy are you with your relationship?

Very Happy 
Somewhat Happy

Neutral 

Needs improvement

You are asking about happiness, yet the last category says needs improvement? What does, the relationship or your level of happiness? One answer allows them to tell you how happy they are the other answer offers them the possibility of telling you how they would like to change, which by its nature requires you to first know where they are and then where they want to be. Some people might be very happy, but want to be happier. Which answer would be most appropriate.
4. Too many Yes/No questions.  These should be reserved largely for filter questions.  Using them to measure attitudes and opinions results in a measurement scale that lacks sensitivity.  You can very easily overcome this by simply rewording the question. 

Example: 
Are you satisfied with the service you received?
Yes 

No

How satisfied are you with the service you received?

Very Satisfied

Somewhat satisfied
Somewhat dissatisfied
Very dissatisfied

5. Too many open ended questions.  This is often a sign of a questionnaire in the “formative” stages.  To avoid this ask the question of a few friends, did they give you the types of answers you expected?  If they did you can reword the question so it provides them with a few options to choose from.  Also it helps to ask people about specific things such as “The most important factor…” rather then asking about “The important factors…”.

6. Asking questions the respondents will not be capable of answering.  Filter questions will help to prevent this, but often they may leave no respondents.

Example:  
Name one major advantage of online registration.
If they’ve never registered online, they couldn’t possibly know what its advantages are.  Instead ask them questions about the disadvantages of the current system, and improvements (additional features) they would like to see in an online registration system.

7. Fixed alternatives must be mutually exclusive, exhaustive and of similar range.

8. Do not ask important questions directly, you will get biased responses.

