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Survey research in context
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Survey research in context
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Advantages

• An efficient way of collecting consistent data 
from large or small groups of people

• Allows you to generalise to the broader 
population (if your sample is up to it) 

• Allows for easy analysis of:
– patterns between different 

groups of respondents
– trends over time

Limitations (sometimes)

• Provides ‘self-report’ data, i.e. what people say about 
themselves

– Not great for behaviour
– But good for lots of other things

• Less personal and ‘hands on’ than focus groups or 
interviews

– A disadvantage when you need to build rapport or explore 
emergent issues

– But an advantage when privacy and confidentiality is 
important
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Some resources for you

System 
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Documents Program
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https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/professional-
learning/pl-resources/evaluation-resource-hub/collecting-data
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Interview mode
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Sampling

Target population
Who we want to hear from

Sample frame
Who we are able to approach

Selected sample
Who we approach

Sample
Who talks to us

Parents and carers of children
requiring emergency care in NSW

Adults who registered as the contact 
person for a child who presented in an 

emergency department over the last two 
years, and gave an email address

Two random samples of these people, one 
from hospitals in Sydney and another ‘rest 
of NSW’, excluding people whose email 

address ends in @health.nsw.gov.au

People who responded to our survey 
within the timeframe

For example…
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Sampling

Target population
Who we want to hear from

Sample
Who talks to us

Q1: Is       representative of             ? 

Demographic 
Age, sex, geography etc

Psychographic
Beliefs, attitudes, values etc

Other
e.g. incidence of having brought a child 
to an emergency department before

“When you taste a bowl of soup, you take a sample. 
But if you don't stir it up it won't be a representative 
sample, and if you're the chef, this could yield 
undesirable results. It doesn't have to be a random 
sample, but it does have to be representative.”

Statistically Speaking: A dictionary of quotations. p203
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Sampling

Target population
Who we want to hear from

Sample
Who talks to us

Q1: Is       representative of             ? 

Demographic 
Age, sex, geography etc

Psychographic
Beliefs, attitudes, values etc

Other
e.g. incidence of having brought a child 
to an emergency department before

Q2: Is       big enough?

To allow generalisation of findings 
with a tight enough ‘confidence 
interval’ (e.g. +/-3)?

To isolate the views of ‘small but important’ 
segments in

To allow analysis at a sufficiently ‘granular’ 
level (e.g. young vs older, city vs country)

(e.g. parents of children 
with a disability)
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Questionnaire design
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Questionnaire design

Make it as easy as possible
for people to tell you 
what they really think 
about the things that matter 
to them AND to you

• Be clear
• Use their language, not yours
• Ask questions that are relevant
• Ask questions that they can answer
• Provide meaningful response options
• Help them stay focused
• Don’t waste their time

Survey
survey

Dunc
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Questionnaire design

1. How many surveys 
have you designed, 
fielded and/or 
analysed before?

2. How old are you?

 18-30
 30-40
 40-50
 50-60
 60+

3. Survey research is a 
fundamental aspect of primary 
data collection for research 
and evaluation to inform 
evidence-based practice in 
healthcare innovation. As part 
of your work, how would you 
describe your current level of 
survey design competency?

 Foundational
 Intermediate
 Adept
 Advanced
 Highly advanced

4. Which of the following 
terms have you heard of?

 Acquiescence
 Satisficing
 Social desirability bias
 Response style bias
 Order effect
 Randomisation
 Anchoring
 Priming
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Questionnaire design
5. Please indicate 
the extent to which 
you agree or 
disagree with the 
following 
statements:

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Agree Strongly 
agree

The level of detail has been right for me     

I have learned a lot so far     
The information in the promotional 
material was accurate     

6. How satisfied 
are you with the 
following survey 
software 
products/tools?

Very 
satisfied

Fairly 
satisfied

A little 
dissatisfied

Very 
Dissatisfied

NA –
haven’t 

used

Survey Monkey     

Google forms     

Qualtrics     

Other (specify _________)     
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Questionnaire design

7. How would you rate the 
quality of the slides so far?

 Excellent
 Good 
 Satisfactory
 Poor
 Not sure

8. How important are the following things for your survey research 
work? Please rank them from 1 to 8, where 1 is the most important 
and 8 is the least important. 

___  Satisfying Human Research Ethics Committees
___  Getting the results into the newspapers
___  Keeping the results out of the newspapers
___  High response rates
___  Reports that are error-free 
___  Reports that are compelling and interesting
___  Getting the project done as quickly as possible
___  Minimising cost
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Questionnaire design

1. How many surveys 
have you designed, 
fielded and/or 
analysed before?
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Questionnaire design

1. How many surveys 
have you designed, 
fielded and/or 
analysed before?

Double barrelled questions 

• If it’s possible to give different answers to different 
parts of the question, you have a problem

– Pick one
– Or split them out

Tip: ‘and’ + ‘or’ 
are red flags 
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Questionnaire design

1. How many surveys 
have you designed, 
fielded and/or 
analysed before?

Questions that rely on memory

• Frame the context clearly
– Clear and reasonable timeframe

– Clear and sensible location/setting

“In the last three months…”
“Thinking about the last time you…”

“Since the start of this year…”

“In the last three months, 
when you have visited your GP, …”
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Questionnaire design

1. How many surveys 
have you designed, 
fielded and/or 
analysed before?

Numeric ranges

• First check if your analysis requires continuous data

• If it does:
– Consider drop down boxes (e.g. year of birth) 
– If online, limit responses to numeric only (not text)
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Questionnaire design

2. How old are you?

 18-30
 30-40
 40-50
 50-60
 60+
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Questionnaire design

2. How old are you?

 Under 18
 18-3029
 30-4039
 40-5049
 50-6059
 60+

Numeric ranges

• Make sure your categories are
– Mutually exclusive
– Comprehensive
– Sensible
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Questionnaire design

2. How old are you?

 Under 18
 18-29
 30-39
 40-49
 50-59
 60+
 Prefer not to say

Personal questions

• Give people an opt-out 
– if you think it might be sensitive 
– and you can live without it
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Questionnaire design

2. How old are you?

 Under 18
 18-29
 30-39
 40-49
 50-59
 60+

When to ask the ‘about you’ questions

• At the start if you need it
– To determine whether or not the person 

qualifies for your survey (including quotas)
– To allow you to show/hide certain questions or 

response options

• Otherwise at the end
– To establish or describe your sample
– To do your analysis
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Questionnaire design

3. Survey research is a 
fundamental aspect of primary 
data collection for research 
and evaluation to inform 
evidence-based practice in 
healthcare innovation. As part 
of your work, how would you 
describe your current level of 
survey design competency?

 Foundational
 Intermediate
 Adept
 Advanced
 Highly advanced
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Questionnaire design

3. Survey research is a 
fundamental aspect of primary 
data collection for research 
and evaluation to inform 
evidence-based practice in 
healthcare innovation. As part 
of your work, how would you 
describe your current level of 
survey design competency?

 Foundational
 Intermediate
 Adept
 Advanced
 Highly advanced

Language matters

• Less is more
– People skip long paragraphs and go straight to 

the response options
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Questionnaire design

3. Survey research is a 
fundamental aspect of primary 
data collection for research 
and evaluation to inform 
evidence-based practice in 
healthcare innovation. As part 
of your work, how would you 
describe your current level of 
survey design competency?

 Foundational
 Intermediate
 Adept
 Advanced
 Highly advanced

Language matters

• Less is more
– People skip long paragraphs and go straight to 

the response options

• Plain English rules
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Questionnaire design

3. Survey research is a 
fundamental aspect of primary 
data collection for research 
and evaluation to inform 
evidence-based practice in 
healthcare innovation. As part 
of your work, how would you 
describe your current level of 
survey design competency?

 Foundational
 Intermediate
 Adept
 Advanced
 Highly advanced

Language matters

• Less is more
– People skip long paragraphs and go straight to 

the response options

• Plain English rules

• Be careful of social desirability bias in the way
you introduce concepts and ask questions
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Questionnaire design

4. Which of the following 
terms have you heard of?

 Acquiescence
 Satisficing
 Social desirability bias
 Response style bias
 Order effect
 Randomisation
 Anchoring
 Priming
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Questionnaire design

4. Which of the following 
terms have you heard of?

 Acquiescence
 Satisficing
 Social desirability bias
 Response style bias
 Order effect
 Randomisation
 Anchoring
 Priming
 None of the above

Pick-any lists

• Don’t forget to offer ‘none of the above’ if it’s 
possible
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Questionnaire design

4. Which of the following 
terms have you heard of?

 Acquiescence
 Satisficing
 Social desirability bias
 Response style bias
 Order effect
 Randomisation
 Anchoring
 Priming
 None of the above

Pick-any lists

• Don’t forget to offer ‘none of the above’ if it’s 
possible

• Consider forcing a binary response, as this 
forces consideration of each item, e.g.

Acquiescence  
Satisficing  
Social desirability bias  
Response style bias  
Order effect  
Randomisation  
Anchoring  
Priming  

Yes No
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Questionnaire design

5. Please indicate 
the extent to which 
you agree or 
disagree with the 
following 
statements:

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Agree Strongly 
agree

The level of detail has been right for me     

I have learned a lot so far     
The information in the promotional 
material was accurate     
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Questionnaire design

5. Please indicate 
the extent to which 
you agree or 
disagree with the 
following 
statements:

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Agree Strongly 
agree

The level of detail has been right for me     

I have learned a lot so far     
The information in the promotional 
material was accurate     

Agree-disagree statements 

• Can create unnecessary cognitive load

• Midpoints are often murky

• Interpretation can be difficult

• There’s almost always a better way
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Questionnaire design

5. Please indicate 
the extent to which 
you agree or 
disagree with the 
following 
statements:

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Agree Strongly 
agree

The level of detail has been right for me     

I have learned a lot so far     
The information in the promotional 
material was accurate     

Agree-disagree statements 

• Can create unnecessary cognitive load

• Midpoints are often murky

• Interpretation can be difficult

• There’s almost always a better way

 Too detailed
 Not detailed enough
 About right

Has the content been…
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Questionnaire design

5. Please indicate 
the extent to which 
you agree or 
disagree with the 
following 
statements:

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Agree Strongly 
agree

The level of detail has been right for me     

I have learned a lot so far     
The information in the promotional 
material was accurate     

Agree-disagree statements 

• Can create unnecessary cognitive load

• Midpoints are often murky

• Interpretation can be difficult

• There’s almost always a better way

 Very accurate
 Fairly accurate
 Not very accurate
 Not accurate at all

How accurate was the information in 
the promotional material?
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Questionnaire design

6. How satisfied 
are you with the 
following survey 
software 
products/tools?

Very 
satisfied

Fairly 
satisfied

A little 
dissatisfied

Very 
Dissatisfied

NA –
haven’t 

used

Survey Monkey     

Google forms     

Qualtrics     

Other (specify _________)     



40

Questionnaire design

6. How satisfied 
are you with the 
following survey 
software 
products/tools?

Very 
satisfied

Fairly 
satisfied

A little 
dissatisfied

Very 
Dissatisfied

NA –
haven’t 

used

Survey Monkey     

Google forms     

Qualtrics     

Other (specify _________)     

Visual orientation of scales

• Positive = up and to the right

• Whatever you do, don’t flip the polarity
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Questionnaire design

6. How satisfied 
are you with the 
following survey 
software 
products/tools?

Very 
satisfied

Fairly 
satisfied

A little 
dissatisfied

Very 
Dissatisfied

NA –
haven’t 

used

Survey Monkey     

Google forms     

Qualtrics     

Other (specify _________)     

Not sure / Not applicable

• Offer this option if it’s feasible 
– Remember that it’s not a midpoint

• Better still, design it out using flow control
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Questionnaire design

6. How satisfied 
are you with the 
following survey 
software 
products/tools?

Very 
satisfied

Fairly 
satisfied

A little 
dissatisfied

Very 
Dissatisfied

NA –
haven’t 

used

Survey Monkey     

Google forms     

Qualtrics     

Other (specify _________)     

Not sure / Not applicable

• Offer this option if it’s feasible 
– Remember that it’s not a midpoint

• Better still, design it out using flow control

Other (specify _____)

• Offer this option if it’s needed

• But don’t include it in a grid – it doesn’t work
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Questionnaire design

7. How would you rate the 
quality of the slides so far?

 Excellent
 Good 
 Satisfactory
 Poor
 Not sure
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Questionnaire design

7. How would you rate the 
quality of the slides so far?

 Excellent
 Good 
 Satisfactory
 Poor
 Not sure

Quality scales

• ‘Satisfactory’ is not a good midpoint on a 
quality scale. It’s a judgement about ‘how 
good is good enough’. 
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Questionnaire design

8. How important are the following things for your survey research 
work? Please rank them from 1 to 8, where 1 is the most important 
and 8 is the least important. 

___  Satisfying Human Research Ethics Committees
___  Getting the results into the newspapers
___  Keeping the results out of the newspapers
___  High response rates
___  Reports that are error-free 
___  Reports that are compelling and interesting
___  Getting the project done as quickly as possible
___  Minimising cost
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Questionnaire design

8. How important are the following things for your survey research 
work? Please rank them from 1 to 8, where 1 is the most important 
and 8 is the least important. 

___  Satisfying Human Research Ethics Committees
___  Getting the results into the newspapers
___  Keeping the results out of the newspapers
___  High response rates
___  Reports that are error-free 
___  Reports that are compelling and interesting
___  Getting the project done as quickly as possible
___  Minimising cost

Ranking

• Use with caution
– High cognitive load

– Middle items (luke warm) are
hard for people to differentiate

• Consider alternatives
– Rating scales
– Best/worst





48

EVALUATION RESEARCH FACILITATION CAPACITY BUILDING

Outcome mapping

Logic modelling

Design of monitoring and 
evaluation frameworks

Mixed method, 
experimental and non-
experimental designs

Process, outcome and 
economic evaluation

Developmental and 
participatory approaches

Evaluation feasibility 
assessment

Survey design and analysis

In-depth interviewing, focus 
groups and other qualitative 
approaches

Online and face-to-face

Participatory action 
research

Analysis of administrative, 
financial and program data

Policy analysis and evidence 
reviews
Engagement of hard-to-
reach and vulnerable groups

Interactive and participatory 
workshops and meetings

Online and face-to-face

Group process for needs 
analysis, evidence reviews 
and sensemaking

Stakeholder and consumer 
engagement in strategy 
development and evaluation

User-centred service design
Conference design 
and facilitation

Development, delivery and 
review of capacity building 
programs in evaluation and 
research

Group training: from 1-hour 
sessions to 3-day courses, 
online and face-to-face

On-the-job coaching for 
individuals and teams

Methodological advice and 
technical support
Independent peer review

We help people strengthen and use their evidence base
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We work with organisations that care
about people and the planet

NSW Dept. of Education

Victorian Dept. of Education and Training

Association of Independent Schools of SA

Family Planning Victoria

Mental Health Australia

Odyssey House

NSW Agency for Clinical Innovation

eHealth NSW

Cancer Council NSW

East Melbourne Primary Health Network

Illawarra Shoalhaven Local Health District

Yoowinna Wurnalung Healing Service

Australian Institute for Disaster Resilience

Asylum Seeker Resource Centre

NSW Dept. of Communities and Justice

Legal Aid NSW

St Kilda Legal Centre

Bridge Housing

Worksafe Victoria

VicRoads 

Transport for NSW

Victorian Country Fire Authority

Girl Guides Australia

NunkuwarrinYunti of South Australia

National Centre for Indigenous Excellence 

Australian Dept. of Industry, Innovation 
and Science 

Australian Dept. of the Environment and 
Energy

NSW Environment Protection Authority

NSW Dept. of Planning, Industry and 
Environment

ARC Centre of Excellence for Australian 
Biodiversity and Heritage

Victorian Dept. of Environment, 
Land, Water and Planning
Australian Communications and 
Media Authority
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With a dual background in facilitation and evaluation, Van loves 
using participatory processes to help people engage with evidence. 
Before joining Rooftop Social, Van was the evaluation lead at 
Sustainability Victoria. 

BSc (Botany and Biochemistry) (University of Melbourne)
Cert IV – Workplace Training and Assessment
IDEO Design Kit: The Course for Human Centred Design

vanessa@rooftopsocial.com
0439 561 519

PhD (University of Wollongong)
Master of Policy Studies (UNSW)
BSc (Applied Economic Geography) (UNSW)

duncan@rooftopsocial.com
0438 382 197

A mixed-methodologist by training, Duncan brings over 20 
years’ experience in  applied policy research and evaluation. 
He is passionate about building organisational capacity for 
evaluative practice.  

Vanessa Hood
Associate Director

Dr Duncan Rintoul
Director

We deliver technical rigour and 
personal service, every time


