
Chapter 10

Designing Good Questionnaires
In This Chapter
▶ Specifying basic qualities of good questionnaires

▶ Writing effective cover letters

▶ Using browser-based questionnaires

▶ Pretesting your questionnaires

In addition to the issues surrounding the creation of good survey ques-
tions, which we cover in Chapter 9, you also have to consider the issues 

surrounding the creation of good questionnaires, especially questionnaires 
used to capture data for unusual research questions.

Case in point: one of Mike’s marketing professors at Purdue conducted a 
survey to study people’s willingness to donate human body parts, either 
before or after death, and the extent that willingness related to compensa-
tion. In essence, the professor’s research question was, “Would some people 
be willing to donate certain body parts before death in return for money, and 
if so, how much money for each part?”

Although this research question sounds macabre, at the time there was inter-
est in creating a national organ bank in the United States, and the issue was 
how to stock it. If people were willing to exchange money for body parts 
they could donate while alive (like a kidney or bone marrow) or after death, 
then adequately stocking an organ bank was merely an economic (supply 
versus demand) issue. However, if most people resisted donating on religious 
grounds, then it was necessary to alter their attitudes about organ donation (to 
increase the supply and thus lower the inventory-creation costs) before trying 
to establish a price schedule for body parts. Both identifying an optimal pric-
ing schedule and designing public-service messages meant to change people’s 
attitudes are marketing problems; hence the value of this marketing survey.

For more generic research problems, designing a good questionnaire may 
seem like a relatively simple and straightforward task. However, it requires 
surprisingly long and painstaking work, often by several researchers. In this 
chapter, we give you the information you need to design an effective ques-
tionnaire regardless of the research topic.
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 Unlike the old joke about a camel being a horse designed by a committee, a good 
questionnaire typically requires multiple authors. Because each author will be 
blind to certain limitations or idiosyncrasies in formatting and wording, several 
authors working individually and jointly can eliminate such shortcomings.

What’s in a Good Questionnaire?
Because questionnaire design is an art rather than a science, there are basic 
formatting and content guidelines rather than rules for creating an effective 
questionnaire. For example, good questionnaires should be as brief as pos-
sible, well organized, appealing to the eye, clear and easily answerable, and 
cordial with professional overtones. The guidelines we discuss in this book 
(primarily in this chapter and in Chapter 9) revolve around five questions:

 ✓ What should you ask?

 ✓ How should you phrase questions?

 ✓ How should you sequence questions?

 ✓ What’s an effective questionnaire layout?

 ✓ How should you pretest the questionnaire?

In the following sections, we provide you with all the information you need 
to design an effective questionnaire. We discuss screeners to filter out the 
unqualified respondents, skip patterns, organization, and formatting.

Finding qualified respondents with 
screeners and filter questions

 Screeners are designed to filter out all but qualified survey respondents. Figure 
10-1 is a page from an example screener questionnaire for a study on leisure 
travelers who stay overnight at hotels (check the DVD for the entire docu-
ment). Because these travelers tend to be nonrepresentative of the general 
population, the screener questionnaire is designed to exclude people who are 
knowledgeable about the research domain and have participated recently in 
another marketing study. The screener also qualifies respondents as over-
night hotel guests when traveling on leisure.
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Figure 10-1: 
Sample 

page from 
a telephone 

screener 
for leisure 

travel study.
 

Name:

Address:

Telephone:

Interviewer:

Date:  Time Start:  Time End:

Hello, my name is              , and I’m calling for Researcher ‘R Us, a
national market research company.  We’re conducting a study on traveling
habits in the United States and would like to include your opinions.  May I
please speak with (Name Above)?

 (If speaking with designated respondent, continue.)
 
 (If not speaking with designated respondent, ask to speak with him or
 her, reintroduce yourself, and continue.)
 
 (If designated respondent is not available, or does not have time to be
 interviewed now, arrange for callback.)

  If Respondent Refuses at Introduction

I understand your concern; however, your opinions are important and you
may find the survey of interest.  If now is not a good time for you to complete
the survey, I will gladly call you back at a more convenient time.  (If
necessary, record time and date of callback on the respondent call sheet.)
Please remember that this is a national opinion poll and not a sales call.  Your
answers will be confidential and no one will contact you in any way as a
result of your participation in this study.

  Screener and Trip Count Measures

A travel agency
An advertising agency
A hotel
A marketing research company
None of the above

1
2
3
4
5

(If answer other than “5,”
terminate interview.)  

1.   Is any family or close friend employed in any of the following occupations?
      (Read list)   (Circle one number) 
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In contrast to screeners meant to ensure that only qualified respondents par-
ticipate in your study, filter questions are meant to ensure that respondents 
receive the correct questionnaire out of multiple questionnaires they may 
receive. Figure 10-2 represents a study in which three types of consumers are 
queried. Each type can provide useful but different information. Here are the 
three types of consumers queried:

 ✓ Aware nonusers: From people who recognize but have never used the 
brand, you can discover why they’ve chosen not to try it.

 ✓ Trier-rejecters: From people who’ve tried but no longer use the brand, 
you can discover why they stopped using it.

 ✓ Current users: From people who currently use the brand, you can deter-
mine what they like and dislike about it, which can help you discover 
ways to retain them as customers.

The filter questions represented by Figure 10-2 can ensure that the appropri-
ate questionnaire is administered to each of the different types of consumers 
of interest in this study.

 

Figure 10-2: 
Question-

naire 
assignment 

based 
on filter 

questions.
 

Identification
Questions 

Aware Non-
triers: Heard
about brand
but haven’t

used in last year

Current Users:
Have used

brand in last
month 

Trier-rejectors:
Have used

brand in last
year but not in
last six months 

Research
Question:  Why

haven’t tried
brand

Research
Question:  Why
stopped using

brand 

Research
Question:

Brand likes and
dislikes 
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Familiarizing yourself with skip patterns
Skip patterns reflect a series of instructions that questionnaire respondents 
receive to answer or ignore certain questions based on their answers to 
previous questions. For many questionnaires, all respondents won’t be quali-
fied to answer every question. As such, you don’t want unqualified respon-
dents answering questions that don’t pertain to them because their answers 
are likely to distort your findings and suggest inappropriate and costly strat-
egy changes.

 If respondents answer questions they should have skipped, and you fail to 
exclude those answers during data cleaning (as we discuss in Chapter 17), you 
may be introducing meaningful error into your statistical analyses and other 
data summaries.

Here’s a series of questions with a skip pattern:

  

Q #1:  Have you heard of Never Miss a Shot brand golf clubs? 
          (Mark answer in space provided)

Yes
No
Not sure

(If “Yes,” answer Question #2.)
(If “No,” skip to Question #4.)
(If “Not sure,” skip to Question #4.)

Q #2:  Have you ever tried Never Miss a Shot brand golf clubs? 
          (Mark answer in space provided)

Yes
No
Not sure

(If “Yes,” answer Question #3.)
(If “No,” skip to Question #4.)
(If “Not sure,” skip to Question #4.)

Q #3:  The first time you tried the clubs, who provided them? 
          (Mark answer in space provided)

A fellow golfer
A golf pro who works at a course I play
A salesperson at a sporting goods store
Someone else
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Asking golfers who have never heard of this brand — which Jeremy and Mike 
would buy without hesitation if name and performance matched — about 
their attitudes toward it is nonsensical.

Following skip patterns properly isn’t an issue for computer-assisted tele-
phone and self-administered browser-based surveys. In both cases, the ques-
tionnaire-administering PC can run software programmed in such a way that 
only appropriate questions are displayed. Skip patterns are a bigger problem 
for self-administered pencil-and-paper questionnaires. Despite efforts to 
ensure that respondents read instructions and only answer relevant ques-
tions, they often answer questions that don’t pertain to them.

 For a self-administered pencil-and-paper questionnaire, multiple visual ele-
ments can increase the likelihood that respondents recognize the need to skip 
questions that don’t pertain to them. Arrows directing respondents to the 
next appropriate question — based on their answer to the current question — 
are especially effective.

Organizing your questions
All questionnaires — even self-administered ones — simulate conversations 
between researchers and respondents. Like conversations, questionnaires 
should have a logical flow. We provide helpful hints about the most logical 
flow in the following sections.

Going from general to specific
 In general, your questionnaire should flow from general to specific. The big-

picture questions come first, and the more detailed ones follow. Starting 
respondents with specific questions can unsettle them and fail to prime their 
memories sufficiently to answer your questions accurately. Starting them with 
general questions — as a warm-up for the specific questions they’ll answer 
subsequently — is preferred.

Figure 10-3 illustrates a skip pattern with questions sequenced from general 
to specific, which is called a funnel organization. In work mode, a funnel is 
broad at the top and narrow at the bottom, which is analogous to proceeding 
from general to specific. In this example, the question sequence moves from 
a general question about auto ads to a specific question about the content of 
a television ad for a specific model of Toyota automobile.

Here’s a question that’s far too complex to ask early in a questionnaire:

Please think about all the aspects of your automobile that make it enjoyable 
to drive. Then, please write down the five most important aspects and rank 
them from 1 (the most important aspect) to 5 (the least important aspect). 
(Write those aspects and your ranking in the space provided.)
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 In the same way that a difficult first question on an exam can spook even a 
well-prepared student, the mental gymnastics required to answer this ques-
tion will discourage respondents and make them wonder about the difficulty 
of your entire questionnaire. As an alternative to this question, you may con-
sider a set of easier-to-answer close-ended questions like the following (which, 
as we discuss in Chapters 9 and 17, are easier for data entry):

 

Figure 10-3: 
Example 

of a funnel 
organization 
skip pattern.

 

Have you heard or seen
any ads for automobiles
in the last week? 

Were any of these ads
for automobiles made by
Toyota? 

Were any of the ads on
television? 

If “no” 

If “yes” 

If “yes” 

If “yes” 

If “yes” 

If “no” 

If “no” 

If “no” 
Were any of these ads
for a certain car model? 

What was the ad
message? 

If you don’t own an automobile, or you don’t drive one at least once 
per week, please skip to the next question.

When you drive your automobile, how important are each of the follow-
ing aspects to your enjoyment? (Circle one number for each aspect.)
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Aspect

Ve
ry

Im
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nt

Im
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rta
nt

So
m

ew
ha

t
Im

po
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nt

Ba
re

ly
Im

po
rta

nt

Un
im

po
rta

nt

Smooth ride 1 2 3 4 5
1 2 3 4 5
1 2 3 4 5
1 2 3 4 5
1 2 3 4 5
1 2 3 4 5
1 2 3 4 5
1 2 3 4 5

Comfortable driver’s seat
Effective air conditioning
Good road visibility
Responsive steering
Effective breaks
Good sound system
Little road noise

Deciding on the general sequence of questions
Start with screener or filter questions that help you ensure that your respon-
dents are qualified and receive the correct questionnaire (if you’re fielding 
multiple questionnaires). Next ask several warm-up questions that encourage 
respondents to begin thinking about the topic of interest. After that, your 
next set of questions should be simple and straightforward. Then, you can 
begin to ask more challenging and sensitive questions.

 Carefully consider the placement of your mentally challenging and sensitive 
questions. If you need to include these types of questions, here are the general 
guidelines for placement:

 ✓ Mentally challenging questions: If you must ask mentally challenging 
questions — for example, questions that require respondents to recall 
past behaviors and outcomes in detail — you should place them after 
the midpoint of your questionnaire. Otherwise, respondents faced imme-
diately with tough questions may become frustrated and decide not to 
complete your questionnaire.

  Several years ago, Mike participated in those quarterly surveys the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics uses to calculate the Consumer Price Index. 
After 90 minutes of answering questions about everything he’d pur-
chased during the last three months, he was exhausted. Had he known 
responding carefully would be so taxing, he may have reconsidered his 
participation in the survey.

 ✓ Sensitive questions: You should place sensitive questions — classifica-
tion questions about age, income, occupation, family configuration, and 
the like — toward the end of the questionnaire. If sensitive questions 
appear at the beginning, respondents may become suspicious about the 
goals of your research. After completing most of your questionnaire, 
respondents have bought into cooperating, so they’re unlikely to discon-
tinue their efforts or refuse to answer those questions.
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Providing clear instructions
Clear and concise instructions increase the likelihood that respondents 
answer your questions properly, especially with self-administered ques-
tionnaires. When you receive a questionnaire from a respondent, it’s often 
difficult to assess whether he followed the instructions and answered the 
questions as intended. The clearer and less ambiguous your instructions, 
the more likely respondents will understand them and answer each question 
appropriately.

 Because respondents often are less than highly motivated to complete your 
questionnaire, it’s best to put instructions exactly where needed rather than 
providing a lengthy list of instructions to introduce your questionnaire. If an 
instruction is important for responding properly to a question on Page 5, but 
appears on Page 1, respondents are less likely to follow that instruction.

 To make questionnaires more conversational, include special instructions as 
part of the question and not as a free-standing entity. Here’s an example to 
show you what we mean:

Original version:

  

Please be as specific as possible in answering the next question.
Include any areas of work-related expertise and specialization; for
example, marketing professor at a state university.  If you currently
have multiple jobs, then answer about the job from which you earn
the most money.

What is your current occupation? (Fill in space below.)

Revised version:

  

What is your current occupation?  Please be as specific as possible.  Include
any areas of work-related expertise and specialization; for example,
marketing professor at a state university.  If you currently have multiple jobs,
then answer about the job from which you earn the most money.  (Fill in space
below.)
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Creating an effective layout
Just as a job candidate’s personal appearance affects a job interview, a ques-
tionnaire’s appearance affects respondents’ beliefs about research quality 
and researcher professionalism. Layout issues pertaining to binding, color 
schemes, question numbering, and page formatting affect such perceptions. 
These factors, along with question coding, also affect data-entry efficiency. 
We discuss these issues in the following sections.

 Provided your questionnaire has a professional appearance, none of the 
layout considerations we discuss in the following sections are likely to boost 
your response rate. Nonetheless, they may affect the quality of the responses 
you receive.

Booklets
Using a booklet, instead of a series of sheets stapled in the upper left-hand 
corner, may make questionnaires appear more professional, thus increas-
ing the thought respondents put into their answers. You can include more 
questions per page in a booklet format as well. As a result, the inbound and 
outbound postage for self-administered mail questionnaires may be reduced. 
That said, if you’re word-processor challenged, you may find creating a book-
let outside your skill set (and hiring someone to lay out and print your ques-
tionnaire is likely to consume much of your research budget).

Color coding
Eliminating order bias (a problem we discuss in Chapter 9) requires multiple 
questionnaire versions with question items sequenced differently. Color 
coding may help you organize those multiple versions. By color coding, 
you’ll be less likely to enter the wrong number into your response data file. 
For example, if a 3 response on the blue questionnaire, a 5 response on the 
yellow questionnaire, and a 1 response on the white questionnaire indicate 
the same answer to a question, then all three responses should be coded 
identically in your data file.

Question numbering
Numbering questionnaire items is somewhat arbitrary. You can number each 
question separately (1, 2, 3 . . .), or you can number questions by logical 
groupings (1a, 1b, 1c . . .). Regardless, numbering questions on paper-and-
pencil questionnaires can facilitate data entry by providing checkpoints. In 
essence, numbering lets the people transferring data from questionnaires to 
a data file check that they’re entering a response to each question into the 
correct column in the data file (see Chapter 17). Also, when you design your 
questionnaire with skip patterns, numbering the questions makes the skip-
ping process easier for respondents to follow.
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 For a long paper-based questionnaire that respondents can skim before start-
ing, question numbering can reduce response rate (an important issue we dis-
cuss in Chapter 7). Seeing a large number for your last question will dissuade 
some people from responding to your questionnaire because they’ll conclude 
it’s not worth the time and effort to complete.

Fitting questions on a page
 For paper-based questionnaires, resist the urge to save paper by jamming 

every square centimeter with small font text. Crowded questionnaires are ugly 
and daunting for respondents. People appreciate a visually appealing ques-
tionnaire, so they’re more likely to respond carefully to it. In contrast, they’re 
more likely to rush through or discard a poorly designed one.

The trade-off is questions per page versus number of pages. More pages 
make your questionnaire appear longer, which may discourage some respon-
dents from completing it. Conversely, fewer pages with smaller print may 
make your questionnaire unreadable to people with poor vision; as a result, 
they may decide not to respond. Thus, you should design your questionnaire 
with your typical respondents’ visual acuity in mind.

Pre-coding
Pre-coding assigns a number to each possible response to a close-ended ques-
tion. This coding method is useful because it enhances data-entry efficiency. 
You can pre-code any close-ended question.

Figure 10-4 shows several pre-coded questions that rely on marking a space 
rather than circling a number to the right of a response option (like many of 
the questions in Figure 10-1). Either format is acceptable.

Using Figure 10-4 as a reference, here’s how coding works: Codes 1 through 
5 are listed to the right of the response options for the question “How many 
years have you played at least 10 or more rounds of golf?” Inputting this type 
of data isn’t difficult; if the respondent checked “11 to 20 years,” which is a 
“4,” you enter a “4” into your data file. 

Formatting consistently to guide 
respondents through your questionnaire
You can boldface your questions, italicize your response categories, place 
all your extended instructions in shaded boxes, and use arrows to indicate 
skip patterns. However, you should use such conventions consistently. 
You reduce the response burden by formatting each questionnaire element 
similarly because respondents will quickly adapt, either consciously or sub-
consciously, to your pattern. For example, you should invariably identify the 
beginning of each question and section of your questionnaire.
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Figure 10-4: 
Sample 

pre-coded 
questions.

 

How many years have you played at least 10 or more rounds of golf?

Less than 2 years
2 to 5 years
6 to 10 years
11 to 20 years
More than 20 years

-1
-2
-3
-4
-5

What is your level of play?

Novice
Lower intermediate
Upper intermediate
Advanced
Expert

-1
-2
-3
-4
-5

In the last twelve months, has your level of play increased, remained the
same, or decreased?

Increased
Remained the same
Decreased

-1
-2
-3

Do you have an annual membership at a public golf course or country club
with a golf course?

Yes
No

-1
-2

In the last twelve months, have you purchased instructional or practice
materials to improve your game?

Yes
No

-1
-2

Why do you play golf?  (Place “X” under “Yes” or “No” for each reason.)

Reason Yes No

For the exercise
It’s fun
Opportunity to be with friends
To make business contacts
The challenge of improving my game
To compete against other players

-1
-1
-1
-1
-1
-1

-2
-2
-2
-2
-2
-2

 To increase the likelihood that respondents notice key words in your ques-
tions, use bolding, all upper-case letters, italics, or underlining. However, use 
these attention grabbers sparingly because excessive highlighting is visually 
distracting.

Figure 10-5 contains so many inconsistently used bolded and specialty char-
acters that it’s a chore to read these four questions. In contrast, the first four 
questions in Figure 10-4 have a consistent typeface and clean appearance, 
which makes them easier to read and answer.
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 Even if your word-processing skills are modest, you can adjust question ele-
ments to encourage respondents to see things in the right order. Such ele-
ments include the size and boldness of the font and type of script. How you 
alter these elements affect the order in which respondents read through your 
questionnaire.

The original version of the following question is a bad example that draws ini-
tial attention to the response options rather than the question or instructions. 
The revised version is superior because the instruction “Begin here” is in large 
font and all uppercase, the question is bolded and in a smaller but upper- and 
lower-case font, and the choices aren’t bolded and in a still smaller font.

 

Figure 10-5: 
Inconsistent 
questionnaire 

format-
ting (to be 
avoided).

 

(1)  How many years have you played at least 10 or more rounds of golf?
       (Check one answer.)

3.  In the last twelve months, has your level of play increased, remained the
     same, or decreased?  (Mark one answer only.)

4.  Do you have an ANNUAL MEMBERSHIP at a public golf course or country
     club with a golf course? (Check right answer.)

Novice ExpertAdvancedLower
Intermediate

Upper
Intermediate

Yes
No

Increased
Remained the same
Decreased

Less than 2 years
2 to 5 years
6 to 10 years
11 to 20 years
More than 20 years

B.  What is your level of play?  (CIRCLE ANSWER.)
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Original version:

  

Begin here:

What’s your favorite flavor of ice cream?  (Choose only one flavor.)

Vanilla
Chocolate
Strawberry
Other flavor (SPECIFY BELOW)

Revised version:

  

BEGIN HERE

What’s your favorite flavor of ice cream?  (Choose
only one flavor.)

Vanilla
Chocolate
Strawberry
Other flavor (SPECIFY BELOW)

Choosing simple answer formats
Even a well-crafted question can be undermined by a poor answer format. 
When respondent confusion and frustration surface as a result of confusing 
answer formats, measurement error increases. In the following sections, we 
offer do’s and don’ts of formatting the answer options. To reduce complexity, 
we also suggest ways to lower the number of options you give respondents.

Best practices
To avoid confusing respondents, it’s best to run all your scales in one 
direction — such as from negative to positive — throughout your question-
naire. For example, when asking respondents to answer using a seven-point 
Likert scale, all 1s would mean “strongly disagree” and all 7s would mean 
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“strongly agree.” That way, they’re more likely to provide an answer consis-
tent with their true opinion.

The placement of check boxes or numbers or blank lines to either the left- or 
right-hand side of the page is arbitrary. However, that placement should be 
consistent throughout your questionnaire.

 See the sample questionnaires on the DVD for various placement examples.

Practices to avoid
Regardless of the questionnaire format you choose, avoid needlessly com-
plex formats. Doing so will help keep your respondents in a good frame of 
mind and motivate them to complete your questionnaire.

As an example, consider these three questions:

  

When you drive your automobile, how important is a smooth ride? 
(Circle number to right of your answer.)

Very important
Important
Somewhat important
Barely important
Unimportant

1
2
3
4
5

When you drive your automobile, how important is a comfortable driver’s seat? 
(Circle number to right of your answer.)

Very important
Important
Somewhat important
Barely important
Unimportant

1
2
3
4
5

When you drive your automobile, how important is effective air conditioning? 
(Circle number to right of your answer.)

Very important
Important
Somewhat important
Barely important
Unimportant

1
2
3
4
5
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 Although you should avoid complex and crowded question matrices, the pre-
ceding format wastes paper without improving readability meaningfully.

You also should avoid using check-all-that-apply formats. The problem 
with this format is that it’s impossible to know whether people meant not 
to check a choice, meant to check it but failed to do so, or didn’t see it. 
The positive confirmation provided by the yes/no version in Figure 10-4 
is preferred.

Here’s an example of a check-all-that-apply question format:

  

Why do you play golf?  (Check all answers that apply.)

For the exercise
It’s fun
Opportunity to be with friends
To make business contacts
The challenge of improving my game
To compete against other players

Reducing complexity by offering fewer response options
For questions with many response options, self-administered mail question-
naires work better than telephone questionnaires. If a telephone interviewer 
reads a response list with more than four or five choices, respondents will 
likely forget the initial choices by the time they’ve heard the last one. In con-
trast, all the choices are readily available with a self-administered mail ques-
tionnaire, so it’s far easier to pick among a larger set of options.

Reviewing Guidelines for Cover Letters
Cover letters are important for encouraging people to respond to your ques-
tionnaire. In essence, the cover letter is your sales pitch; you’re trying to 
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convince people to expend the time and effort needed for responding care-
fully to your questionnaire. Regardless of promised compensation, if your 
cover letter doesn’t sell your cause, then most people won’t respond.

 Be mindful of the following guidelines when creating a cover letter:

 ✓ It must provide enough information for potential respondents to make 
an informed decision about participating in your study. Due to exten-
sive sugging and frugging by unethical marketers (see Chapter 4), you 
should indicate that you’re conducting a bona fide survey. (In essence, 
you only want their answers and not their money — at least not yet!) 
You should describe the survey’s purpose clearly and simply and indi-
cate how that person was chosen to participate in your study.

 ✓ It should answer all likely questions. Be sure to include all contact 
and procedural information. If your questionnaire includes profile ques-
tions for classification purposes (for example, questions about age and 
income), respondents may contact you to ensure that their personal 
data doesn’t fall into the hands of an identity thief.

 ✓ It should be concise and include only essential facts. People don’t read 
more than one page — especially to introduce a commercial study — so 
you need to convince them of your study’s value and to respond within 
that single page.

 ✓ It should be easy to understand on the first reading. If your cover letter 
is difficult to read, potential respondents will assume your entire ques-
tionnaire will be the same. As a result, they’re less likely to respond. 
Replace all ten-dollar words with simpler synonyms.

 ✓ It should be accurate. Verify that all contact and procedural information 
are correct. Respondents who have clarification questions will wonder 
about the authenticity of your survey if they dial the telephone number 
you list and a bookie answers.

 ✓ It should be proofread by a qualified person for grammatical, spelling, 
and punctuation errors. Potential respondents will infer the quality of 
your questionnaire from your cover letter, so it should appear profes-
sional. Grammatical, spelling, and punctuation errors suggest otherwise.

If you follow this checklist, your cover letter will be of similar quality to the 
one in Figure 10-6.
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Figure 10-6: 
A sample 

cover letter.
 

Marketing Department
College of Business Administration

August 8, 2009

Dear Consumer:

The College of Business at the University of                        is studying consumer attitudes and lifestyles in the
                       area.  We have undertaken this study because a comprehensive understanding of consumer
attitudes is of substantial interest to researchers, businesses and the government.  We hope to publish the
findings of this research in professional journals.

Yours is one of a small number of households that are being asked for their opinions.  It was drawn in a 
random sample of                         households.  Hence, in order for the results to truly represent all of them, 
your participation in this effort is critical.  The enclosed questionnaire should be completed and 
returned by the male or female head of your household in the postage-paid return envelope.  You
may keep this cover letter for your records.

While developing this questionnaire, we asked several people to try it out, helping us improve its content 
and clarity.  Most of them reported taking about 30 minutes to fill it out; further, none reported any major 
difficulty with any of the questions.

You can be assured of complete confidentiality.  The number stamped on the back of the return envelope 
is for mailing purposes only.  This is so that we may check your name off the mailing list when your 
questionnaire is returned and save some mailing costs.  We will destroy the return envelopes and the 
mailing list at the conclusion of the survey and your name will never be placed on the questionnaire.

Your participation is voluntary.  If you prefer not to answer a question, just skip it and go on to the next one.
We do hope to get all of your answers, but we would rather have some than none.

We would like to show our deep appreciation of your participation in this survey, by sending you a “bird’s 
eye view” summary of the results of this research.  If you would like to receive this summary, please write 
“copy of results requested” on the back of the return envelope and print your name and address below it.
Please do not put this information on the questionnaire itself.  You might find it interesting to compare your 
views with those of others!

This project has been reviewed and approved by the                                                                                          .
If you have questions, you may call them directly at (817) 565-3940.

In closing, we sincerely hope that you would participate in this effort.  If you have any other questions about 
the survey, please call me at the University of                                                     .  Thank you for your 
assistance.  We are very grateful for your cooperation.

Sincerely,

                                            

                                            
Associate Professor of Marketing
Project Director

University of                       
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Using Browser-Based Questionnaires
Internet browsers, computer-based graphics, and online bandwidth have 
improved markedly during the last few years. As a result, many alternative 
browser-based survey platforms are now available to you. The advantages of 
such platforms include the following:

 ✓ They make it simple to create browser-based versions of previously cre-
ated paper-and-pencil questionnaires. With question templates readily 
available, you can use a copy-and-paste procedure to expedite the trans-
fer of your paper-based questions (in a Microsoft Word or comparable 
file) to an online questionnaire.

 ✓ They have advanced audio and video capabilities, which allow a level 
of visual excitement that’s unavailable in traditional self-administered 

Cover letter appeals
Depending on the research sponsor, different 
cover letter appeals will be relatively more or 
less effective for encouraging people to par-
ticipate in a survey. Appeals tend to fall into the 
following four categories:

 ✓ Social-utility appeal: A social-utility appeal 
encourages people to respond because it 
will help to make the world a better place. 
Example: Your assistance is needed. Your 
attitudes and opinions can provide informa-
tion that will help us understand how we 
can improve service to all of our customers. 
Your cooperation is truly appreciated.

 ✓ Help-the-sponsor appeal: A help-the-spon-
sor appeal encourages people to respond 
because it will help the researcher, who 
would really appreciate the assistance. 
Example: We really need your assis-
tance! Your attitudes and opinion are very 
important to our successful completion 
of this study. We truly appreciate your 
cooperation!

 ✓ Help-yourself appeal: A help-yourself 
appeal suggests that participating in the 
study benefits the respondent in some way. 

Example: Your opinions are important. It’s 
important for you to express your opinion 
so we can know the types of services you 
would like us to offer. Thanks for express-
ing your opinions.

 ✓ Combined appeal: A combined appeal 
would meld all three appeals. Example: 
Your attitudes and opinions are important 
for three reasons. First, they can provide 
information that will help us understand 
how we can improve service to our cus-
tomers. Second, they’ll enable us to offer 
the types of services you prefer. Third, 
they’ll help us successfully complete this 
study. Thank you for your cooperation.

Which appeal is likely to boost response rates 
most? If the survey sponsor is a university or 
a government agency, a social appeal or help-
the-sponsor appeal should be most effective. In 
contrast, if the survey sponsor is a commercial 
entity, a “make the world a better place” appeal 
likely would be ineffective. In this case, you 
should use a help-yourself appeal. A combined 
appeal will be equally effective regardless of 
survey sponsor.
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questionnaires. By increasing respondent involvement, these capabili-
ties boost response rate and response quality.

 ✓ Their data collection and storage are reliable and efficient. For example, 
data can be stored on the operator’s server or sent via e-mail to your PC 
and saved to a Microsoft Access file. This makes for easy data retrieval 
and eliminates the excuse that “your dog ate your data.”

 ✓ They allow you to eliminate data-collection middlemen — such as field 
services and their interviewers — thereby reducing your cost per com-
pleted questionnaire.

We explain the basics of Internet surveys in the following sections, including 
the reasons they’re so effective as well as their layout and display options.

Understanding the advantages of 
browser-based questionnaires
There are definite advantages to using browser-based questionnaires as 
opposed to self-administered mail questionnaires. These advantages include 
the following:

 ✓ Boolean skip and branching logic: Browser-based questionnaires can 
be programmed so that appropriate skips and logic are followed. As a 
result, people only answer the questions intended for them, either based 
on their profile or previous responses.

 ✓ Hidden skip logic: With hidden skip logic, respondents don’t see skip 
traces. In other words, skips are transparent to them — which saves 
respondents reading time and eliminates skip errors.

 ✓ Variable piping software: Variable piping means that text can be 
inserted within a question based on one or more previous responses or 
the respondent’s profile. (The junk mail you’ve received with your name 
inserted into the cover letter is an example of variable piping.)

 ✓ Error trapping and forced answering software: It’s possible to evaluate 
answers as they’re entered. Because browser-based survey software can 
identify errors during the interview process, it can inform respondents 
that they’ve answered improperly and should try again.

 ✓ Interactive help desks: Browser-based questionnaires can include 
online help, which you can’t provide for self-administered mail question-
naires. If respondents have problems with mail questionnaires, their 
only recourse is to e-mail or call the researcher, which is likely to take 
more than a few minutes and create an additional barrier to question-
naire completion. As a result, these respondents are more likely to with-
draw their cooperation before completion. With browser-based surveys, 
interactive help is available immediately, so respondents are more likely 
to continue once it’s received.
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Visualizing browser-based questionnaires
Boosting response rates, increasing respondent involvement, and obtaining 
accurate responses are essential goals of survey research. When data collec-
tion occurs online, these factors can be influenced by graphical user inter-
faces, page layouts, and status bars.

Rather than text-based interfaces like MS-DOS, graphical user interfaces (GUIs) 
rely on graphic icons (for example, images, colors, and sounds) and pointing 
devices (arrows) to create screen displays. Although people typically navigate 
a GUI-based software with a pointing device like a mouse or trackball, they also 
can navigate with a keyboard (for example, the arrow and shortcut keys).

Browser-based questionnaires with screen-to-screen paging restrict viewing 
to one or a few questions at once. Such paging helps respondents to focus 
their attention and prevents them from peeking ahead. Previewing an entire 
questionnaire, which a scrolling layout allows, can reduce response rates for 
longer questionnaires and increase bias responses by hinting at the research 
problem (also called hypothesis guessing).

 That said, informed consent to participate in a survey requires an accurate 
estimate of completion time. Furthermore, answers may become unreliable 
after respondents have exceeded their self-imposed time allocation. Although 
it may boost the cost per completed interview, a peeking-induced drop in 
response rate may improve overall response quality.

 As a compromise, a status bar indicating the percentage of the questionnaire 
that’s completed can provide a realistic estimate of the remaining time to 
completion. If combined with a pause feature — which allows respondents to 
complete the questionnaire later — a status bar can reduce respondent frus-
tration and improve data quality.

Reviewing some common 
on-screen display options
The tone of your research, which starts with your welcome screen and con-
tinues with your answer display options (radio buttons, check boxes, drop-
down boxes, and open-ended boxes) are important decisions you’ll make 
when creating an online questionnaire.

Here are a few display elements that are effective for Internet questionnaires:

 ✓ Radio buttons and check boxes: These elements allow you to present 
all choices simultaneously. To answer a question, respondents click 
on the button or check the box that’s adjacent to their corresponding 
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choice. These types of questions are easy to read and complete; they 
can be used for nominal, ordinal, and interval data (see Chapter 18).

 ✓ Drop-down boxes: These are analogous to the drop-down menus preva-
lent in most current software. Rather than have respondents click on 
a button, answer options are displayed in sequence and respondents 
choose one by moving the cursor to it and left-clicking their mouse.

 ✓ Open-ended boxes: As the name implies, open-ended box questions 
allow respondents to embellish their thoughts. For example, a restau-
rant operator may ask patrons to describe their experience during their 
last visit. Their answer requires them to elaborate, which makes it well-
suited for a question of this form. As respondents type, the response 
box scrolls downward. You can limit the number of characters allowed 
in a response; by forcing succinct answers, you ease future data coding 
and analysis.

 ✓ Welcome screens: Browser-based questionnaires have welcome screens 
in the same way that self-administered mail questionnaires have cover 
letters. The welcome screen provides the relevant information about the 
sponsor and the purpose of the research; it’s meant to encourage people 
who have reached that screen to complete your questionnaire.

Creating an Internet survey
Creating and fielding an online survey is a relatively straightforward process. 
You can either opt to outsource this process or do it yourself (see the nearby 
“Browser-based survey providers” sidebar for more). To get started, you 
need to identify your research questions, create well-crafted questions, and 
secure a reliable Internet connection.

Browser-based survey providers
Whether you decide to outsource or create your 
own survey, the browser-based survey provid-
ers we mention here can handle your research 
needs. Their user-friendly services and inter-
faces are meant to expedite your research 
program, leading to timely and appropriate 
strategy adjustments. To show you the types of 
services available, we include five providers of 

online survey research. Their appearance here 
shouldn’t be interpreted as an endorsement.

 ✓ Constant Contact (www.constant
contact.com): Among other foci, Constant 
Contact can help you to assess customer 
satisfaction, customer shopping experi-
ence, new products, and event planning.

15_520680-ch10.indd   20815_520680-ch10.indd   208 2/23/10   8:28 PM2/23/10   8:28 PM



209 Chapter 10: Designing Good Questionnaires

Pretesting: Ensuring Your 
Questionnaire Is a Good One

Fielding a survey is an expensive proposition. Mike’s consulting experi-
ences suggest that data collection costs often exceed 50 percent of the total 
research budget. Because of this substantial cost, you should pretest your 
questionnaire before you field it to ensure that it’s properly constructed. 
Here are questions you should consider when formulating your pretest:

 ✓ What items should be pretested? You should pretest all items that 
haven’t been used in previous studies. If you’re using battle-tested 
items, pretesting is of lesser importance, unless the context is entirely 
different than in the previous studies.

 ✓ How should a pretest be conducted? Your pretest should mimic the 
conditions under which respondents will answer your questions. If 
respondents will be in a noisy and distracting environment, you should 
conduct your pretest in that type of environment.

 ✓ Who should conduct a pretest? Because you’re in the best position to 
modify the questionnaire based on the pretest results, you should con-
duct the pretest yourself. In particular, be sensitive to any informal com-

 ✓ Cvent Web Surveys (www.cvent.com): 
Among other services, Cvent can provide 
templates and questions to assist with (1) 
creating questionnaires (including 18 pre-
built surveys, a question library, and more 
than 50 survey templates), (2) distributing 
(through e-mail, website, telephone, and 
snail mail), scoring (for metric and non-
metric data), and reporting survey results 
(including 50 standard reports, longitudinal 
analysis, and exporting results in seven for-
mats), and (3) providing data security (with 
data encryption).

 ✓ Survey Monkey (www.surveymonkey.
com): Survey Monkey offers a tiered (basic, 
pro, unlimited annual) service model for 
creating online surveys. The basic package 
is free and offers 10 survey questions from 
15 survey themes for 100 respondents per 
survey. 

 ✓ The Survey Professionals (www.
surveypro.com): Survey Professionals 
specializes in concept tests, consumer 
satisfaction, preference analysis, and 
price/demand studies. Its services include 
designing surveys (which are developed, 
tested, and evaluated in real-time), sam-
pling, storing data, analyzing data, and writ-
ing managerial reports.

 ✓ Zoomerang (www.zoomerang.com): 
Zoomerang offers a tiered (basic, pro, pre-
mium) service model for online surveys. The 
basic package is free and offers 30 survey 
questions and 100 respondents per survey; 
the pro and premium packages allow 
unlimited questions and respondents. The 
basic package supports 15 types of ques-
tions, including open-ended (one or more 
lines with prompt), matrix-formatted rating-
scale, and ranking questions.
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ments from pretest respondents about ways to improve your 
questionnaire.

 ✓ Who should be the respondents in a pretest? Pretest respondents 
should be as similar to the ultimate respondents as possible. If you’re 
conducting a study in which many respondents will be elderly, it’s non-
sensical to pretest your questionnaire on college students with vastly 
different predispositions, behaviors, vocabularies, and reading abilities.

 ✓ How large a sample is needed for a pretest? You don’t need an expen-
sive pretest with many respondents; a small pool of 20 people will 
suffice in most cases. You shouldn’t waste “real” respondents on a pre-
test. Instead, people who are readily available at low cost and who are 
relatively similar to your ultimate respondents — what we call a conve-
nience sample (see Chapter 11) — are preferred.

 ✓ How should you evaluate the pre-test results? If you choose to mimic 
actual survey conditions, then debriefing the interviewers who conduct 
the pre-test is essential. These people can tell you how easy it is to 
administer the questionnaire and which questions caused trouble for 
respondents.
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