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1. The first step in any survey is to determine the goal of the survey.  What do you want to know? 
The goals of the project determine who you will survey and what you will ask them.  The more 
specific you can make your goals, the easier it will be to get usable answers. 

 
 Some typical goals include learning more about:  

• Ratings of college-related products or services  
• Employee attitudes  
• Student satisfaction levels  
• Student opinions  
• Association member opinions  
• Opinions about institutional issues  

 
2. Keep your survey brief.  Distinguish between “must know,” “useful to know,” and “nice to 

know” questions.  Stick with “must know” questions as much as possible.  You may include 
“useful to know” questions if your survey is very brief.   

 
3. Use common language and short questions. Avoid technical terms and acronyms, unless you are 

absolutely sure that respondents know they mean. 
 
4. Precise wording is the key to getting the correct information. "Have you ever used the library?" 

is too vague. "Do you use the library regularly?" is also too vague. Try this: 
 

Do you generally use the library:   Once a month   
Once a week   
Every day   
Less than once a month   
 

5. Start with an introduction or welcome message.  If you are sending emails that ask people to take 
a Web survey, you may put your main introduction or welcome message in the email.  When 
practical, state who you are and why you want the information in the survey.  

 
6. Include “Not Applicable,” “Other,” or “None” whenever either of these is a logically possible 

answer.  When the choices are a list of possible opinions, preferences, or behaviors, you should 
usually allow these answers. 

 
7. Ideally, the early questions in a survey should be easy to answer questions such as demographics.  

These kinds of questions encourage people to continue the survey.  Grouping together questions 
on the same topic also makes the survey easier to answer. 

 
8. Always present agree-disagree choices in that order.  Presenting them in disagree-agree order 

will seem odd.  For the same reason, positive to negative and excellent to poor scales should be 
presented in those orders.  When using numeric rating scales higher numbers should mean a 
more positive or more agreeing answer. 

 
9. Reassure your respondent that his or her responses will not be revealed, but only combined with 

many others to learn about overall attitudes. 
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10. The way you phrase a question can change the answers you get. Try to make sure the wording 
does not favor one answer choice over another. Avoid leading questions that point towards a 
certain answer. You will get different answers from asking "What do you think of the proposal?" 
than from "What do you think of the President’s proposal?" 

 
11. Make sure your questions accept all the possible answers. A question like “Do you attend 

courses in the mornings or evenings?” does not cover all possible answers. A better way of 
asking this question would be "When do you attend courses?"  The responses allowed might be:  

 
• Mornings 
• Evenings  
• A combination of the above 
• Not applicable – Enrolled in Distance Education courses   

 
12. The last step in survey design is to test the survey with a small number of respondents before 

conducting your main survey. Ideally, you should test the survey on the same kinds of people 
you will include in the main survey.  If that is not possible, at least have a few people, other than 
the question writer, try the survey.  This kind of test run can reveal unanticipated problems and 
help you see if the respondents understand your questions and if they are giving useful answers.  

 
 
Note:  Remember, if you already have a survey developed for your department, this is a good example 
to use for creating your online survey.  Keep in mind that you may want to condense or eliminate 
some existing survey questions to create a more concise web survey.   
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