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Introduction

Questionnaires are certainly the best-known of the research instruments used for gathering 

information from people, and they can be used in conjunction with other techniques. Volumes 

have been written on the subject. This is because, like research itself, questionnaires are based 

upon the psychological principles that underlie all human behaviour. The goal is not just to 

understand this behaviour—that is for the interpretation stage—but to overcome the barriers 

that it sets up. The truths that we are seeking in answer to our questions are generally not as 

readily forthcoming as one might expect, because the respondent—both intentionally and 

unintentionally—sets up barriers to our understanding. This topic covers the reasons for the 

existence of this state of affairs, and offers advice on how to deal with it.

One striking aspect of questionnaire design is perhaps best mentioned at the outset. It is 

something that leads to frustration every time, without fail, for both amateur and professional, 

the only difference being that the professional knows it is coming. It is a kind of catch-22 

situation, but a bit worse, because you are part of the cause of it, rather than some outside 

agency. It is this: The best questionnaires are the simplest questionnaires, but it can be 

extremely difficult to make them look simple. Think about what that means. If you are good 

enough and clever enough and work hard enough to design an excellent questionnaire, it will 

look simple—since that was your intention—and it will serve its purpose well; but your 

colleagues, your boss, and anybody you care to show it to as a completed job will hardly see 

much to appreciate. Questionnaire design is one of the few tasks where the goal is to make it 

look as if it was not much of a task. It is thankless work.

The good news, however, is that there is much room for creativity in questionnaire design. 

You will note that in some books on research there are a good number of points about this 

subject that are admittedly debatable, and ‘proper methods’ vary too, according to the 

segment of the population being surveyed.

Designing questionnaires is never easy. This topic discusses the major elements to consider in 

order to produce a questionnaire that will elicit accurate information, yet be relatively easy to 

fill out.

Question types and wording

The task of designing questionnaires is no easy matter and it underlines the idea that research 

is a process. Without an understanding of your subject, grounded in preliminary work such as 

the literature search, you cannot begin to ask sensible and relevant questions in a way which 

will be most effective. In this respect it’s worth thinking clearly about the characteristics of 

your audience. For instance, if they are specialists with a high level of knowledge about your 



topic, or just a general sample, it will be necessary to consider this for both the type of 

question you choose and the wording.

The following are examples of survey questions divided into two groups: closed-end 

questions and open-end questions. You should become familiar with these and think about 

how each might be used in your project. Think about what kind of data the question is 

designed to deliver and what conclusions you might draw:

Closed-end questions

Dichotomous

A question offering two answer choices. Example: Is this the first time you have attended this 

museum? Yes or No

Multiple choice

A question offering three or more answer choices. Example: With whom are you attending 

this museum? No one_ Spouse_ Relatives/Friends_ Business associates organised group_

Likert scale

A statement with which the respondent shows a specific amount of agreement/disagreement. 

Example: Good critical reviews are an important factor for me in choosing to attend a new 

exhibit at the museum. 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = undecided, 4 = agree, 5 = 

strongly agree 1_ 2_ 3_ 4_ 5_

Semantic differential

A scale is inscribed between two bipolar words, and the respondent selects the point that 

represents his or her opinion. Example: 

High ticket prices … - … - … - … - … - … - … - … Low ticket prices; 

Top speakers … .- … .- … .- … .- … - … - … - … -  Poor speakers

Importance scale

A scale that rates the importance of some attribute. Example: Ticket exchange privilege to me 

is … 1 = extremely important, 2 = very important, 3 = somewhat important, 4 = not very 

important, 5 = not at all important. 1_ 2_ 3_ 4_ 5_

Rating scale

A scale that rates some attribute from “poor” to “excellent”. Example: The quality of our 

exhibit is … 1 = excellent, 2 = very good, 3 = good, 4 = fair, 5 = poor. 1_ 2_ 3_ 4_ 5_

Intention-to-buy scale

A scale that describes the respondent’s intention to buy. Example: If subscriptions were 

offered for packages of 6 lectures, I would … 1 = definitely buy, 2 = probably buy, 3 = not 

sure, 4 = probably not buy, 5 = definitely not buy. 1_ 2_ 3_ 4_ 5_

(Kotler & Kotler 1998, pp. 170–1; emphasis added)

Open-end questions

Completely unstructured

A question that respondents can answer in an almost unlimited number of ways.

Example: What is your opinion of the Melbourne Museum?

Word association

Words are presented, one at a time, and respondents mention the first word that comes to 

mind.

Example: What is the first word that comes to mind when you hear the following? 

Museum_____, Melbourne Museum_____, Colonial art_____

Sentence completion

Incomplete sentences are presented, one at a time, and respondents complete the sentence.



Example: When I choose a lecture series to attend, the most important consideration in my 

decision is ________ 

(Kotler & Kotler 1998, pp. 170–1; emphasis added)

Here is a sample questionnaire given by Kotler and Kotler in Museum Strategy and Marketing

(1998). It uses a number of different question types, but not very well.

1 What is your income?

2 Are you an occasional or a frequent museum goer?

3 Do you like this museum? Yes () No ()

4 How many advertisements have you read or heard on the radio for this museum this 

season?

5 What are the most salient and determinant attributes in your evaluation of new exhibits?

6 Don’t you think it is outrageous for the government to cut funding for the arts?

(Kotler & Kotler 1998, p. 168)

The meaning of the individual words used in questions can be problematic. If there is 

misunderstanding here, then even if the questionnaire is administered face-to-face by the 

person who designed it, inaccuracies will still occur because that interviewer never even 

realises there has been a misunderstanding. This particular type of problem is considered to be 

fairly subtle, and is seldom even mentioned in research books. But since it is inherent in the 

smallest unit of a question—the word—and can thus cause numerous problems if a mistake is 

built upon, it is worth discussing first.

The potential misinterpretations referred to here are inherent in specific words. For example, 

when a question begins with the word ‘you’, for certain types of questions it is often 

transformed in the mind of the respondent into ‘you and your family’ or ‘you and your 

spouse/partner’. This happens most often when people are asked about their participation in 

leisure activities or television viewing, for example. This can distort results in large surveys 

because the respondent will sometimes answer ‘yes’ if their family participates in something, 

even if they themselves do not. If you have ever been interviewed by a door-to-door 

interviewer for one of the large market-research companies you will know how this error is 

avoided. The question begins with something like: ‘Do you, yourself, ever … ?’. That adding 

of ‘yourself’ can make quite a difference in respondent understanding.

Here are a few examples of words that are best avoided: ‘usually’, ‘generally’, ‘typically’, 

‘mostly’, ‘appropriate’, ‘weekday’, ‘young people’, ‘convenient’, ‘interesting’. Even ‘similar’ 

is perhaps best avoided; items you think are similar might differ from items I think are 

similar. That is the problem, of course—everyone has a slightly different perception of such 

terms. Misunderstandings are best avoided by using phrases like ‘how many’, ‘how often’, or 

even ‘for how many hours of the day’, in order to be as precise as possible.

We will consider other such problems shortly, but for now, let us return to Kotler and Kotler’s 

questions and examine how they could be misunderstood. 

1 What is your income?

People do not generally want to reveal their exact income. Broad categories should be 

provided so people can indicate their income range. Furthermore, a questionnaire should 

never open with such a personal question.



2 Are you an occasional or a frequent museum goer?

How are you defining occasional versus frequent attendance? What seems frequent to one 

person may be considered occasional by another.

3 Do you like this museum? Yes ( ) No ( )

‘Like’ is a relative term. Besides, will people answer this honestly? And is a yes/no 

answer a useful response to the question?

4 How many advertisements have you read or heard on the radio for this museum this 

season?

Who can remember this number? And what are the boundaries for ‘this season’?

5 What are the most salient and determinant attributes in your evaluation of new exhibits?

What are ‘salient’ and ‘determinant’ attributes? Don’t use big words (or museum in-house 

jargon). Ask clear questions if you want clear answers.

6 Don’t you think it is outrageous for the government to cut funding for the arts?

This is a loaded question. Don’t ask questions with built-in biases. We often see reports in 

the newspaper stating surprising statistics about people’s behavioural habits, social 

attitudes and so on, based upon ‘statistical evidence’. The statistics seem always to favour 

the viewpoint of the special-interest group quoting them. For instance, the data gleaned 

from question 6 may result in this conclusion: ‘90 per cent of people think that it’s 

outrageous that the government is cutting funding to the arts’. Now, as much as we may 

like this result it is nevertheless unlikely to be true. When you see such reports, rather 

than accepting them as fact, ask rather ‘How was the original question worded, from 

which these statistics have come?’. It is only rarely that the question is included in the 

article.

As you become more sensitive to the questionnaires which confront us all in our daily lives, 

and the ones that relate specifically to your work, you will see that none of these questions are 

far-fetched. Someone thought: ‘Questionnaires always look so simple, they must be simple to 

design’. Questions like those above are generally produced out of a combination of ignorance 

and a lack of thought or ethical commitment.

It would be a good idea to look more carefully at questionnaires than you might have in the 

past. It is not hard to find examples. In the competitive rush to show the customer that they 

care, more and more businesses are taking this relatively inexpensive initiative (e.g. 

restaurants, shops, hotels, automobile dealers, service stations). Try to decide what the 

designers intended when they framed the questions. For clear, simple questionnaires, try to 

imagine the possible alternative ways of phrasing that the clever designer decided to avoid 

before settling upon the final product.

Here are a few additional points regarding the phrasing of questions. It is often helpful to 

‘soften’ a question. It is remarkable how many types of questions can appear ‘threatening’ to 

people. ‘Threatening’ is a dramatic word, but in research parlance it has come to mean almost 

anything that makes people hesitant about giving out information, and includes questions 

about income (people are hesitant for countless reasons about telling others about their 

monetary affairs), expensive purchases (they do not want a stranger knowing what appliances 



are in their house), social attitudes (they wouldn’t want to be ‘misunderstood to be’ an 

uninformed person, a philistine, a racist).

What does it mean, then, to ‘soften’ a question? Gerald Vinten gives a few particularly 

interesting examples in his article ‘The art of asking threatening questions’ (Vinten 1995, 

p. 37). I quote these examples because they are peculiarly memorable. Vinten recommends 

softening the question ‘Did you kill your wife?’ because it is not one that gets much honest 

response. A few of his recommendations should be sufficient to get the point across. One 

might, he says, try the casual approach: ‘Do you happen to have murdered your wife?’. Or 

one might consider handing the respondent a card with printed response options. ‘Please read 

off the number on this card which corresponds to what happened to your wife: (1) natural 

death; (2) I killed her; (3) other’. Then there is what he calls ‘the everybody approach’: ‘As 

you know, many people have been killing their wives these days. Do you happen to have 

killed yours?’. And the ‘other people approach’: ‘Do you know any people who have 

murdered their wives? How about yourself?’.

Consider the tone of your questions, and see if they might elicit a more open response by 

‘softening’ their effect.

Other elements of questionnaire design

A few additional points about questionnaire design might be in order. We will explore:

• omnibus surveys and sequencing;

• positioning classification or personal data;

• compliance with existing formats;

• the cover letter; and

• stages in preparing a questionnaire.

Omnibus surveys and sequencing

If you need to ask a few questions of a great number of people throughout the State, or 

throughout the country, the best way is often to buy space on an ‘omnibus’ survey. Large 

market-research firms employ interviewers throughout the country to ‘door-knock’, generally 

on weekends, producing a large sample of responses. The questions pertain to an incredible 

assortment of subjects. They range from political and social questions, to purchase patterns 

for specific products, to television-viewing habits, to fast-food consumption, to whatever 

anyone wants to test on the public in order to decide whether they ought to proceed with their 

proposed business plans or bring out a new product or change the format of their magazine. 

There is literally no end to the possibilities. Such a questionnaire can take half an hour or 

more to administer by the interviewer if the respondent has something to say in response to 

most of the questions.

Omnibus surveys are an excellent way to obtain information from large numbers of people in 

selected geographic areas. If you ever purchase space on such a survey, discuss the question 

of sequencing with the research company. You might be told it plays no part in the 

respondents’ perceptions of the question, and that the skills of their interviewers preclude any 

sort of bias showing up. Maybe so. But think of the time involved in the interview, the 

potential for respondent fatigue, how your questions might seem if they fall after another 



subject that might show them in another light (perhaps a comical one), and how people 

answer questions when they are getting bored. (They don’t think about them.)

It is not easy to organise such questionnaires—it includes much ‘last minute’ work—and if 

every client wanted to see where their questions were located, it would be impossible to put it 

together at all. However, the point is certainly worth bringing up with the agency. At least 

then you can make an informed decision as to whether or not it is worth pursuing any further 

(requesting a particular position on the questionnaire, for example, and paying extra if 

necessary).



Positioning classification or personal data 

You need to put some thought into positioning the ‘classification data or personal 

information’, as in everything else involving design. Eliminating bias is the objective of good 

questionnaire design, but another, less subtle objective is to get the respondent to complete it. 

Without a filled-in questionnaire we will not have the luxury of even thinking about bias.

Whether a questionnaire is administered via telephone, mail or personal interview, don’t ever 

lose sight of the fact that each method can be terminated readily by the respondent. With this 

in mind, consider the question of personal data (often loosely termed ‘the demographics’). To 

ask personal questions right at the start can certainly be seen as confrontational by some 

respondents.

The thinking of most research companies whose interviewers regularly administer lengthy 

questionnaires is to put personal data near the end, with another group of questions coming 

after that. This way, if the interview is terminated before the very end, at least the 

demographics have been supplied, and a useable partial questionnaire has come out of the 

interview. (Remember that a questionnaire without this personal information is useless. With 

the all-important market segmentation requirements missing, what is to be done with the 

information?)

Should you place the personal data near the end of your questionnaire? Obviously that 

depends upon the length of it, and probably more important in your research, it depends to 

whom you are administering it. If you have made a specific appointment with someone, you 

probably need not worry too much about them terminating the interview. However, do not 

assume that for certain.

If your questionnaire is of a reasonable length, consider the advantages of simply putting the 

demographics at the end. Since that is the usual place, and thus where most people would 

expect it, they will sense that you are about to finish up—maybe even finally about to finish 

up—and are willing to round off the interview.

Here is an extremely useful piece of information relating to this personal data: if you are new 

to the position of manager and you intend designing a questionnaire, have a look at the 

response options in past questionnaires that the organisation has administered. Also, have a 

good look at any other related questionnaire data to which you might have access. The idea 

here is to decide whether or not those other response options were well chosen, and if so, be 

sure to use the same ones.

Compliance with existing formats 

Many new managers have been in the frustrating situation of not using existing formats, and 

finding themselves amidst great piles of data that cannot be cross-referenced. For instance, the 

category of age in a past format may have been structured: under 20, 20–30, 31–40, and so 

on, and a new one uses: 15–20, 21–25, 26–30, and so on. Similarly, if the income response 

options are different, the results will not be able to be compared. It happens all the time, but 

that’s no great consolation.

There are a great many ideas about how to ‘lay out’ questionnaire elements and how to phrase 

questions. Some of them are fairly complex, such as ‘more people agree with questions that 

use positive wording than disagree with questions that use negative wording’. (That one is 



true, by the way.) This sort of thing just serves to remind us that we can never hope to 

eliminate bias completely.

Make sure, though, that you do not get so overly concerned about question content that you 

forget to include all the questions you need answered. A well-known tourist attraction once 

asked the extremely important question: ‘Whose decision was it to come here today? Yours or 

your spouse’s?’. Armed with the completed questionnaires, the researchers were looking 

forward to discovering to whom their new advertising campaign should be directed, but they 

discovered something else instead—that they had forgotten to include the ‘male or female’ 

boxes for the respondent to tick in the demographic section of these anonymous 

questionnaires.

As oversights go, however, it is difficult to top a German census form of some years ago, in 

which the interviewer was instructed to tick one of the following:

Is this dwelling occupied? YES ( ) NO ( )

And then was confronted with this:

If answer is NO, ask: ‘How long has it not been occupied?’

That is one of the very rare instances where an interviewer hopes not to get a response.

The cover letter

Whether you are posting or emailing your questionnaire the cover letter is an extremely 

important factor. It is a good idea to think of the letter as an integral part of the questionnaire, 

since it is so crucial to the respondent’s decision to fill it in or not. Remember that there are 

basically three types of information that the cover letter ought to provide:

• It should state the purpose of the survey.

• It should explain why the recipient was chosen to participate in the survey.

• It should explain why the recipient ought to participate in the survey (i.e. what’s in it for 

them).

That last point is especially important. Too often, mail questionnaires are prefaced with little 

more than a statement such as ‘We would like to ask you to contribute your views’. People 

are seldom interested in what we would like.

The cover letter should also refer to the postage-paid return envelope, which you would have 

included with the questionnaire. (If it is a huge mailing, and that is absolutely beyond your 

budget, you will want to compose a cover letter that is nothing less than brilliant.)

There are essentially four types of approaches to use in a cover letter to entice participation. 

They have been summarised as follows:

1 Ego appeal: Emphasizes how crucial the person’s participation is to the study, how 

valuable that input will be—‘Your opinions are crucial to … ’

2 Social utility: Emphasizes how the person’s input will aid others—‘Your response will 

enable other consumers to … ’

3 Aiding the sponsor: Emphasizes how input will benefit the sponsoring firm—‘We need 

your help if we are to … ’



4 Combination approach: Combines two or more of the above appeals—‘Your knowledge 

as a consumer can be used to aid other consumers … ’

The most effective approach varies according to the firm sponsoring the survey. The most 

effective appeal for a university seems to be ‘social utility’, whereas the ‘ego’ approach 

seems most successful for commercial sponsors. Overall, the social utility approach seems to 

be the least successful.

(Childers, Pride & Ferrell 1980, pp. 365–70)

Stages in preparing a questionnaire

The following is a list of the stages in preparing a questionnaire. This order is generally the 

most efficient one. It can help keep you from spending too much time on something that 

would possibly have to be changed later.

1 Decide on the content of the questions.

2 Decide on the format for the responses.

3 Decide on the wording of the questions.

4 Decide on the sequence of the questions.

5 Decide on the physical characteristics of the questionnaire.

6 Pre-test, revise and then produce the final draft.

Do remember to always pre-test, or ‘pilot’, your questionnaire on a few friends or 

acquaintances. They must be the same general type of person as the intended respondents to 

the questionnaire. If you will be questioning a large number of people, then try to get a dozen 

or more for your pilot. Ask them if they have any recommendations or if they had any 

problems filling it in. If there are quite a few potential problems, a second pilot should be 

done after those problems have been corrected.

Review

Summary

The questionnaire is the most common data-gathering instrument. Its purpose is to supply you 

with the data you need, in as unbiased a form as possible. In order not to hinder this purpose, 

it is extremely important that the questions be clearly understood, and that the questionnaire 

itself does not seem daunting in any way, whether it is administered by telephone, mail or 

personal interview. When sent through the mail, it must be accompanied by a cover letter,

which should encourage its return. The topic concluded with the recommended steps to take 

in designing a questionnaire.
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