
Questionnaire design
A questionnaire is essentially a data capture instrument.  It lists all the questions to which the researcher/analyst wants the respondents to answer, and it records the response of the interviewee  (a list of questions which does not record answers is simply an interview guide, which is used in depth interviews, a form of qualitative research).

A key question is what type of questionnaire to use?  This is determined by the chosen delivery mode of the survey.

a) A structured questionnaire lists all questions to be asked in a logical sequence, specifying the precise wording to be used in the response, and providing categories for recording the replies.  An unstructured questionnaire, by contrast, may simply be a set of open-ended questions to which the respondent can write replies in his or her own words.  A semi-structured questionnaire combines both open- and closed-ended questions.

b) A self-completed questionnaire is completed by the respondent, having been posted to him/her, delivered electronically, or personally delivered by an interviewer who may return to pick it up.  In contrast, an interviewer-completed questionnaire is used in face-to-face interviews or telephone interviews.

Structure of the questionnaire

There are three major parts of the questionnaire: the introduction, basic classification information and the content.

1. The introduction identifies the researcher and/or the organisation conducting the research (who they are), and what they are investigating (the topic of the study).  It needs to be persuasive to encourage the interviewee to respond and it may need to ensure that the interviewee belongs in the category of people under investigation (the sample).

2. Basic classification questions seek to discover the demographic characteristics of the respondent, such as age, gender, department, occupation, education, computer literacy, etc.  This information is used to define the population of the survey, and to analyse how far demographic characteristics ‘explain’ the survey’s findings, e.g. did trained and untrained computer operators reply differently?

3. The content or body consists of questions that cover information needed to solve the system problem.  The range covers facts, knowledge, opinions and attitudes regarding system problems and requirements.

Types of questions

There are two main types of questions that may be asked in a questionnaire: open-ended questions and closed questions.

1. Open-ended questions allow the respondent to formulate and enter the response of their choice.  For example:

How do you use the reports that you currently receive? Please write your response below.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Please list the three most frequent problems you experience with computer output:

i. -----------------------------------------------------------------------------

ii. -----------------------------------------------------------------------------

iii. -----------------------------------------------------------------------------

This method gives respondents considerable scope to express their views and give rich insights into the topic being surveyed (qualitative data).  However, they are very difficult and time consuming to interpret and analyse.

2. Closed questions force the respondent to choose one or more responses from a number of possible replies provided in the question. There are two broad groups of closed questions: dichotomous and multiple choice.

· Dichotomous questions allow only two possible answers, for example, yes/no, true/false, male/female, etc. They provide limited information.  For example:

Do you feel that customer orders are delayed because you do not receive up-to-date information from the Sales Department?

a) Yes

(
b)  No

(
· Multiple choice questions present a list of possible responses from which the respondent may choose. For example:

How often do you back-up the computer files stored on the hard disk on the PC you use? Please tick one response only.

a) At least once per day
((
(
b) 2-3 times per week((

(
c) 1-3 times per month((

(
d) Less than once a month
(
e) Never      

((
(
Which software packages do you use in your work? Please tick all the responses that apply.

a) Word 



(
b) Excel



(
c) Access



(
d) PowerPoint


(
e) Other (please specify)

…………………………………….

Multiple choice questions must be designed carefully to incorporate all possible answers.  By offering an ‘other, please specify’ category, you can collect responses not originally conceived, or responses that do not fit neatly into the imposed structure.  Multiple choice questions are relatively easy to analyse.

Attitude surveys

When assessing attitudes, analysts need to know how strong these attitudes are.

The following response scales can be used.

The Likert scale

Respondents are asked to rate each statement on a scale from strong agreement to strong disagreement.  For example:

Using the scale given, indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statement (please circle your preferred response)

In my opinion the Technical Support Department is very helpful


	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree


Or 

Place a cross in the box which best indicates how strongly you agree or disagree with each of the statements given.

	
	Strongly agree
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree


	Strongly disagree

	The Technical Support Department is very helpful
	
	
	
	
	

	Credit checks take too long to complete


	
	
	
	
	


There are many variations on the Likert scale.  For example, importance scales and helpfulness scales.

	Extremely helpful
	Very 

helpful
	Moderately helpful
	Not very 

helpful
	Not helpful 

at all


	Extremely important
	Important
	Somewhat important
	Not very important
	Not at all important


Semantic differential scale

Scales are constructed using pairs of opposite adjectives.

Please place a cross in the box in the scale according to the degree to which you think the word describes the monthly sales reports you receive. 

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	

	On-time
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Late

	Accurate
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Inaccurate

	Helpful
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Unhelpful

	Well-presented
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Badly presented

	Relevant information
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Irrelevant information

	Easy-to-read
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Hard-to-read


A profile is thus built up of each respondent, which can be compared to other respondents’ profiles.

Please place a cross in the box in the scale according to the degree to which you think the word describes the monthly sales reports you receive. 

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	

	On-time
	x
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Late

	Accurate
	
	
	x
	
	
	
	
	Inaccurate

	Helpful
	
	
	
	
	
	x
	
	Unhelpful

	Well-presented
	
	x
	
	
	
	
	
	Badly presented

	Relevant information
	
	
	
	x
	
	
	
	Irrelevant information

	Easy-to-read
	
	
	x
	
	
	
	
	Hard-to-read


Rank order scales

Rank order scales can be used for rating almost anything.  For example:

Below are the six software packages currently available in your organisation.  Please rank the software packages in terms of frequency of use. Place a 1 alongside the package you use most frequently, a 2 alongside the package you use next often, and so on until all the software packages have been ranked.

MS Word       

….
MS Excel

….

MS Access

….

MS PowerPoint

….

Visual Basic

….

Outlook Express         
….
Golden rules on questionnaire design
1. Keep the survey short: as a rule of thumb, keep the number of questions below forty.  Go through each question.  If you do not know, or care, what you will do with the result then leave the question out.

2. Always start your questionnaire by explaining who you are and what you intend to do with the data you collect, guaranteeing confidentiality where possible.  This is polite as well as being ethically correct.

3. Then move on to quota control questions so that the interviewer can determine whether the respondent is the right type of person.

4. Do not combine two questions in one.  For example, ‘Are the input and output screens easy to use?’ should be phrased as two questions, ‘Is the input screen easy to use?’ and ‘Is the output screen easy to use?’

5. Avoid technical words and jargon unless you are absolutely sure the target respondents will understand.  Use the terminology with which the users are familiar.  For example, if they work in the ‘Production’ department, do not say ‘Operations’ instead.

6. Do not present biased questions.  For example, ‘How satisfied are you with your new, super-fast, hi-tech Epsom Printer?’ assumes that people have a positive perception of the printer and is likely to bias their response.

7. Each question should have a ‘don’t know’, ‘not applicable’ or ‘other’ response unless you are absolutely certain that you have covered all possibilities.

8. Explain how respondents are supposed to answer the questions.  For example, ‘please tick one response’ or ‘if yes, please go to question 6, if no please go to question 5’.  These are known as steering instructions.  You must ‘steer’ the respondents through the questionnaire.

9. Be specific in your questioning.  For example, ‘Have you recently had to wait for data you need to do your job?’ would be better rephrased as ‘Have you had to wait for the sales data you need to do your job in the last two weeks?’

10. Take care with the layout of the questionnaire.  A neat, tidy and grammatically correct questionnaire creates a good impression and reduces error.  The questionnaire should be ‘piloted’, to eliminate mistakes and ambiguities

11. Take care with the order of the questions – questions should be in a logical order and make sure that the response on a question is not affected by a previous answer or pre-empts a response to a later question.

12. Always allow a question for the interviewee to make their own comments – this often provides useful feedback.

13. At the end of the questionnaire, thank the respondent and make it clear how they should return the completed questionnaire.
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