Dillman’s Principles for Writing Survey Questions
1. Use simple over specialized words.
honest……………candid

work……………..employment

brave……………..courageous

correct……………rectify

your answers……..your responses to this questionnaire

job concerns………work-related employment issues

2. Choose few words as possible to pose the question.
Poor example:
How many people were living or staying at this residence on Saturday, March 3rd, 2000. To make sure each person in the United States is counted once, it is very important to include everyone who lives here whether related to you or not, and anyone staying temporarily who has no permanent place to live, but not include anyone away at college, away in the Armed Forces, in a nursing home, hospice, mental hospital, correctional facility, or other institution. 
Poor example:  

Do you strongly favor, somewhat favor, somewhat oppose, strongly oppose, or have no opinion on whether advertisers should be required to have advertising aimed at children approved by a national board? 

Instead: Ask question, then give choices vertically.    
A. Strongly Favor

B. Somewhat Favor

C. Somewhat oppose

D. Strongly oppose

E. No opinion


3. Use complete sentences to ask questions.
Poor example:  
Number of years lived in North Dakota________

Your city or Town ___________

Your county __________

Instead:

How many years have you lived in North Dakota? _____

In what city or town do you live? _____

In what North Dakota county do you live? _______
4. Avoid vague quantifiers when more precise estimates can be obtained. 

Poor example:
How often did you attend religious services during the past year?

Never



Rarely



Occasionally



Regularly

(can you tell me the difference between rarely and occasionally???)


Instead:

How often did you attend religious services during the past year? 



Not at all





A few times a year


About once a month



Two-three times a month



About once a week



More than once a week. 

5. Avoid specificity that exceeds respondent’s potential for having an accurate, ready-made answer

Poor

About how many books have you read for leisure during the past year? _________

Instead
About how many books have you read for leisure during the past year? 


None


1-2


3-5


6-10


11 or more. 
6. Include equal number of satisfied and dissatisfied categories. 

Poor
How satisfied were you with the service you received when you bought your computer? 


Completely satisfied


Mostly satisfied


Somewhat satisfied


Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied


Dissatisfied

Instead

How satisfied were you with the service you received when you bought your computer? 


Completely satisfied



Somewhat satisfied



Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied



Somewhat dissatisfied



Completely dissatisfied

7. Distinguish undecided from neutral by placement at end of the scale and labeling “no opinion” or “undecided.”  “Neither agree nor disagree” goes in the middle. 

Poor:

To what extent do you agree or disagree with this statement:  Living in rural places is better for a person’s emotional health.”


Strongly agree


Somewhat agree


Undecided


Somewhat disagree


Strongly disagree

Instead

To what extent do you agree or disagree with this statement:  Living in rural places is better for a person’s emotional health.”


Strongly agree


Somewhat agree


Somewhat disagree


Strongly disagree


Undecided

 (why?  Cuz it’s too easy to take the “middle” ground—I often advocate not even giving an “undecided” choice!  Everyone has an opinion—get them to express it!)
8. Avoid bias from unequal comparisons.

Poor

Which one of the following do you feel is most responsible for recent outbreaks of violence in America’s schools? 

Irresponsible parents


School policies


Television programs

Better:

 Which one of the following do you feel is most responsible for recent outbreaks of violence in America’s schools? 


The way children are raised by their parents


School policies


Television programs

Better:

Which one of the following do you feel is most responsible for recent outbreaks of violence in America’s schools? 

Parents


Schools


Television 

Best:


To what extent do you feel that the way children are raised by parents is responsible for recent outbreaks of violence in 

America’s schools? 


Completely responsible


Mostly responsible


Somewhat responsible


Not at all responsible. 

(and then you would do the same with “schools” and the same with “television”)
9. State both sides of attitude scales in the question stems. 

Poor:  

To what extent do you agree with this statement:  “It’s easier for people to find work in this community than it was about one year ago? 


Strongly agree


Somewhat agree


Somewhat disagree


Strongly disagree

Instead:
To what extent do you agree or disagree with this statement:  “It’s easier for people to find work in this community than it was about one year ago? 


Strongly agree


Somewhat agree


Somewhat disagree


Strongly disagree

10. Eliminate “check all that apply” formats.

Poor:  

Which of the following characteristics would you like to see your child develop as he/she grows up?  Please check all that apply: 

An interest in sports


An interest in music


An appreciation of art


An interest in science


An interest in business

Instead:


Is each of the following characteristics one that you would like for your child to develop as he/she grows up? 

An interest in sports
Like

Not Like


An interest in music
Like

Not like


Etc…

(when coming up with your analysis, you will discover it is much easier to analyze questions if they are written as just above, rather than from a menu approach).

11. Make sure answer choices are mutually exclusive.  
Poor:
From which of these sources did you first learn about the shooting in Cold Springs? 


Radio


Television


Someone at work


While at home


While traveling to work

(what if I heard it on the radio while traveling to work???)
Instead:


From which one of these sources did you first hear about the shooting in Cold Springs?



Radio



Television



Another person


Where were you when you first heard about it? 



At work



At home



Traveling to work



Somewhere else
12. Use cognitive design techniques to improve recall and produce most accurate estimates. 
Poor:  

Next, we would like to ask about the most recent time you drove or rode anywhere in an automobile or other vehicle , such as a pickup or van.  During this most recent ride, would you say that your seatbelt was fastened…


All the time, that is, every minute the car was moving


Almost all the time


Most of the time


About half the time


Less than half the time


Not at all during the time the vehicle was moving

Instead:

Next, we would like to ask you to please think about the last time you drove or rode in a car or vehicle such as a pickup or van. 

First, when was the last time you drove or rode in a motor vehicle? 


Today


Yesterday


Sometime before that

 
Where did  this most recent trip begin end? 


About how long was this trip? 



Less than a mile



One to five miles



Longer

During this trip, were you the…


Driver


Front seat passenger


Back seat passenger


Other

During this trip, would you say your seatbelt was fastened…


All the time, that is, every minute the car was moving


Almost all the time


Most of the time


About half the time


Less than half the time


Not at all during the time the vehicle was moving
13. Provide appropriate time referents. 

Poor:

How many times in the last three years have you gone to see a doctor or other healthcare practitioner? _____

How many times in the last six months have you eaten away from home? 

Instead

How many times in the last six months have you gone to see a doctor or other healthcare practitioner? 

On average, how many times per week do you eat a meal away from home?

14. Be sure each question is technically accurate.

Poor:

Another activity of the police department is the catching and finning of traffic violators. Should this activity receive greater, about the same, or less emphasis than at present.  


Greater


The same


Less

Instead

Another activity of the police department is the catching and fining of traffic violators. Should this activity receive greater, about the same, or less emphasis than at present.  


Greater


The same


Less

15. Choose question wordings that allow essential comparisons with previously collected data. 

Poor

Do you own or rent the home in which you live?


Own


Rent

Instead

Is this house, apartment, or mobile home:  


Owned by you or someone in this household with a mortgage or loan?


Owned by you or someone in this household free and clear (Without a mortgage or loan)?


Rented for cash rent? 


Occupied without payment of cash rent? 

16. Avoid asking the respondents to say yes in order to say no.
Poor
Do you favor or oppose not allowing the state to raise without approval of 60% of the voters? 


Favor


Oppose

Instead

Do you favor or oppose requiring 60% approval by voters in order to raise state taxes?


Favor requiring 60% approval


Oppose requiring 60% approval
17. Avoid double-barreled questions 
Poor
Should the city build a new swimming pool that includes lanes for swimming laps that is not enclosed for winter use?


Yes 


No

Instead

Should the city build a new swimming pool that includes lanes for swimming laps? 


Yes


No

Should the city build a new swimming pool that is enclosed for winter use? 


Yes


no
18. Soften the impact of potentially objectionable answers.

Poor

What was your total income from all sources in 2002? _____________

Have you ever shoplifted something from a store? 


Yes


No
Instead:


Which of the following categories best describes your total income from all sources in 2002?

$10,000 or less



$10,001 to $25,000



$25,001 to $50,000



$50,001 to $75,000



$75,001 to $100,000



$100,001 or more


Have you ever taken anything from a store without paying for it? 



Yes



No
19. Avoid asking respondents to make calculations. 

Poor
What percent of the nights spent away from home on trips during 2002 were for business reasons? ____

Instead

How many nights did you spend away from home on trips of any kind during 2002? _____

How many of these nights away from home were because of business trips? ____
Things to ask yourself?

1. Does the question require an answer? 

2. To what extent do the respondents already have an answer?  

3. Are you creating attitudes with your questions? 

4. Can people accurately report past behaviors? 

5. Is the respondent willing to reveal sensitive material? 
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