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What is wrong with this 
survey?
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Learning objective: less worse surveys

What I’m hoping you will leave with: 
• Understand some common ways 

surveys can go wrong
• Introduce conventional wisdom
• Introduce fundamental principles
• Appreciate where you might need help
• Share some resources
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What we will cover and 
what we won’t cover 
today
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An exercise: “Bad” survey questions
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What’s wrong with 
these survey 
questions?

• Ambiguous questions
• Leading
• Double barrelled questions
• Misaligned rating scales
• Scales not mutually exclusive, 

comprehensively exhaustive
• Response options not aligned 

to question stem
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How we can 
introduce error 

•Design of questions
•Design of questionnaire
•How it is administered 
and to whom
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Conventional wisdom - part 1  (Krosnick
2009)
• Use simple, familiar words (avoid technical terms, jargon, and slang); 
• Use simple syntax; 
• Avoid words with ambiguous meanings, i.e., aim for wording that all 

respondents will interpret in the same way; 
• Strive for wording that is specific and concrete (as opposed to general and 

abstract); 
• Make response options exhaustive and mutually exclusive; 
• Avoid leading or loaded questions that push respondents toward an answer; 
• Ask about one thing at a time (avoid double-barrelled questions); and 
• Avoid questions with single or double negations. 
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Survey Principles

1. Surveys are imperfect instruments
2. Surveys – an ethical contract between you and respondents
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The survey as a social contract

•An imperfect option
•Our role
•Respondents roles
•An obligation…
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The challenge
What our respondents need to do to answer our questions
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The challenge
Comprehension: Interpret what we are asking and understand 
its intent

Retrieval: search our memories/experience for the relevant bits of 
info

Judgement: translate our memories/experience into a judgement 

Response: Provide a response – potentially from a suite of options 
- that best reflects their judgement

Torangeau et al (2000) The Psychology of Survey Response. Cambridge University Press
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What can happen when we make it too 
“hard”? 

Satisficing: the tendency to give 
acceptable but not optimal answers
Acquiescence: the tendency to give 
positive answers
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Conrad & Kreuter,
Questionnaire Design for 
Social Surveys.
Coursera online training
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The challenge
Comprehension: Interpret what we are asking and understand 
its intent

Retrieval: search our memories/experience for the relevant bits of 
info

Judgement: translate our memories/experience into a judgement 

Response: Provide a response – potentially from a suite of options 
- that best reflects their judgement

Torangeau et al (2000) The Psychology of Survey Response. Cambridge University Press
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Constructing survey questions
Developing your survey questions
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Types of questions
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Survey Questions:

Question stem:

Response options:

• Response options need to match the question stem
• Its got to make sense!
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The agree/disagree scales

Why they are liked?
• Quicker (2/3)
• Respondents like them
• An easy go-to option

Why they are problematic?
• Can be double barreled
• Respondents more likely to be agreeable 

(acquiescence) 
• Can be hard work (satisficing)
• Midpoints can be ambiguous
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Exercise
Why they might be problematic? 
How might we can redesign them?

With thanks to Duncan Rintoul from 
Rooftop Social!



Designing better surveys



Designing better surveys

UNIPOLAR
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UNIPOLAR BIPOLAR
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How to develop your survey questions

• Align response options with the question stem 
• Decide how many response categories you need
• Make a decision between a unipolar or bipolar scale
• See if you need a mid-point, neutral, don’t know or N/A option (if 

that makes sense)

Avoid agree/disagree scales!
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Survey Principles

1. Surveys are imperfect instruments
2. Surveys – an ethical contract between you and respondents
3. Your survey should be purposeful, effective, efficient and 

economical
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Your survey should be purposeful:
effective, efficient and economical

• Effective: clearly link to your purpose/evaluation 
questions

• Efficient: get the most from your respondents’ input at 
the least cost to them 

• Economical: it should be as short as possible
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The tension: interest and relevance
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How to pull it together
Ordering your survey
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Survey ordering:

Yes Minister 
Series 1 Episode 2: 

“The Ministerial Broadcast”

BBC 1986
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Assimilation effects - Two questions:

• Taking all things together, how would you describe your marriage: 
would you say that your marriage is very happy, pretty happy, or not 
too happy?”
• Taken altogether, how would you say things are these days: would 

you say that you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?

Order effects:
• General question first: 52.4% very happy 
• Marriage question first: 38.1% very happy
• General question affected by order – the specific question is not!

Schuman & Presser (1981)
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Survey order: things to think about

• Your introduction – your social contract & opportunity
• Chunk it into logical sections
• keep it as short as possible (Use software to help you do this)
• Demographics questions at the end (unless you need to 

filter up front)
• Don’t forget to thank people!
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Survey Principles

1. Surveys are imperfect instruments
2. Surveys – an ethical contract between you and respondents
3. Your survey should be purposeful, efficient and effective
4. The respondent should be at the centre of your survey
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Other options to improve our 
surveys
Helping us make them less worse
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Options to help improve your survey

Might be out of reach (?)

• Expert review
Should be easy for you to incorporate
• Robinson and Leonard (2019) 

checklist 
• Cognitive interview

Should YOU even be doing the 
survey? 
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Checklists
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Survey testing and the cognitive interview

”How might I word this in a way 
that makes sense to you”

Think aloud
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Survey Principles

1. Surveys are imperfect instruments
2. Surveys – an ethical contract between you and respondents
3. Your survey should be purposeful, efficient and effective
4. The respondent should be at the centre of your survey
5. Good survey design – it might not happen overnight, but it will 

happen
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What next?
How you can improve
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Where to next to 
improve your skills
• Robinson and Leonard (2019) 

Designing Quality Survey 
Questions. SAGE publications
• AEA eStudy

• Coursera: Questionnaire Design 
for Social Surveys

• AES short courses
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The message:
Tread gently


