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What would you do for a dollar?
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$1 in the envelope beats $10 guaranteed later

Image credit: Caroline Jarrett
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Response depends on effort, reward and trust

People will only respond if they trust you. 
After that, it's a balance between the 
perceived reward from filling in the survey 
compared to the perceived effort that's 
required. Strangely enough, if a reward 
seems 'too good to be true' that can also 
reduce the response. 

Diagram from Jarrett, C, and Gaffney, G (2008) 

“Forms that work: Designing web forms for usability” inspired by Dillman, D.A. (2000) 

“Internet, Mail and Mixed Mode Surveys: The Tailored Design Method”
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I’m interested in questions because 
I’ve worked on forms for 30 years

Image credit: Caroline Jarrett
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I turned to the survey literature to learn more, 
especially about questions

Image credit: Caroline Jarrett
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I learned that plain language skills are vital for surveys

• Think about audience and purpose

• Write questions that make sense

• Write questions that people can answer

• Rate your satisfaction

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Think about audience and purpose

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Audience and purpose are core to plain language

“The first rule of plain language is: write 
for your audience … 
The best way to grab and hold someone’s 
attention is to figure out who they are and 
what they want to know.”

Write for your audience | plainlanguage.gov

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/guidelines/audience/
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Surveys turn “what they want to know” around

• When people read things, it’s 
about what they want to know

• When we send them a 
questionnaire, we expect 
them to tell us what we want 
to know by answering our 
questions

Photo by Jon Tyson on Unsplash

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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I found this definition of “the survey”

The survey is a 

systematic method 

for gathering information from 

(a sample of) entities

for the purpose of 

constructing quantitative descriptors 

of the attributes of the larger population 

of which the entities are members.

Groves, Robert M.; Fowler, Floyd J.; Couper, Mick P.; Lepkowski, James M.; Singer, Eleanor & Tourangeau, Roger 

(2004).Survey methodology. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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I change the definition a bit

systematic method becomes process

gathering information becomes asking questions

entities become people

quantitative descriptors become numbers about

attributes of the larger population become make decisions

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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My definition focuses on process and decisions

The survey is a 

process

of asking questions 

that are answered by 

(a sample of) a defined group of people

to get numbers

that you can use to make decisions

Caroline Jarrett (2021) Surveys That Work: A Practical Guide for Designing and Running Better Surveys

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Start with “why” and “who”, end with the number

The survey is a 

process for getting 

answers to questions

Why you want ask Who you want to ask

The number

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Your plain language skills help with “who”

Why you want ask Who you want to ask

The Survey

The number

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Let’s look a bit more into “why”

Why you want ask Who you want to ask

The Survey

The number

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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I use these challenges to help with “why”

What do you want to know?

Why do you want to know?

What decision will you make
based on these answers?

What number do you need
to make the decision?

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Let’s try a typical example

• What do you want to know?

• Why do you want to know?

• What decision will you make based 
on these answers?

• What number do you need to make 
the decision?

“ What users think of our new 
application process”

“ Do they like it?”

“ We’ll decide what changes we need 
to make”

please type suggestions in the chat

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Takeaway A survey is a quantitative 
method 
If you don’t need to get a number as the result 
then it’s probably best to switch to a qualitative 
method such as interviews or usability testing 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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There’s a lot to think about in the survey itself

The Survey

The number

Why you want ask Who you want to ask

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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I made a Survey Octopus of the topics

Why you want ask Who you want to ask

The number

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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The process works through from goals to reports

Goals

Questions

Questionnaire

Response

Sample

Fieldwork

Response

Reports

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Here is my linear process for a survey

Establish your 

goals for the 

survey

Decide who to 
ask and how 
many

Build the 
questionnaire

Run the 
survey from 
invitation to 
follow-up

Clean and 
analyse the 
data

Present the 
results

Questions you 

need answers 

to

People you 

will invite to 

answer

Goals Sample Questionnaire Fieldwork

People who 

actually 

answer

Responses Reports

Answers Decisions

Test the 
questions

Questions

Questions 

people can 

answer

Questions 

people can 

interact with

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Caroline Jarrett  @cjforms  (CC) BY SA-4.024

The questions must align with the reasons

(Lack of) 

validity

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Caroline Jarrett  @cjforms  (CC) BY SA-4.025

There are errors all around the Survey Octopus

Why you want ask

(Lack of) 

validity

Measurement 

error

Processing 

error

Who you want to ask

Coverage error

Sampling error

Non-response 

error

Adjustment 

error

The number

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Write questions that make sense

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Some questions are distracting

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Let’s try it: create a better wording

• Original question:

“Did you identify any staff members that demonstrated 
exemplary service?”

• The challenge: Improve the wording of this question

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Other questions use obscure phrases

“Make it right service commitment” – 5 word noun string

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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I too wondered about 
the meaning of 
“improving violence 
against women”

(1) charcharsaysRAWR on Twitter: "@SamHersh01 @OttawaPolice Also what does 

"improving violence against women" mean? https://t.co/RL8J31Ch28" / Twitter

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://twitter.com/charcharsayrawr/status/1435293018827882511
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Takeaway Good questions use familiar 
words in familiar ways

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Likert told us to avoid double-barrelled statements

Likert, R. (1932). "A Technique for the Measurement of Attitudes." Archives of Psychology 140: 55.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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I’ve seen some many-barrelled questions

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Takeaway Good questions keep to 
one topic at a time

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Questions like 
this appear quite 
often in UK 
market research 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Last week, 
several people 
told me that this 
does not make 
sense to them

Please indicate to which occupational group 

the Chief Income Earner in your household 

belongs, or which group fits best.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Takeaway Good questions avoid 
complex sentence structures

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Write questions that people can answer

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Answering questions makes us reveal things

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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But this error message didn’t work for me

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Takeaway “Giving people 
an option to refuse 
is kinder”

Dr. Cana Uluak Itchuaqiyaq
@CanaItch, https://www.itchuaqiyaq.com/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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There are four steps to answer a question

Understand

Find

Decide

Place

Read and (ideally) make sense of the question 

Know an answer, retrieve it from memory, look it up or puzzle something out

Decide whether to reveal that answer to the questioner

Type, click or say the answer to the questioner

From Caroline Jarrett, “Surveys that work” (2021)

Adapted from Tourangeau, R., Rips, L. J. and Rasinski, K. A. (2000) “The psychology of survey response”

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Let’s try it:

Where would you “make 
a selection on the map”?

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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A well-written 
question helps 
here but isn’t 
quite enough

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Do usability testing on your questionnaire

Get someone to answer your 
questionnaire while you watch 

Image credit: Drawn by Tasia Graham, illustration from Caroline Jarrett, “Surveys that work” (2021)”

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Do cognitive interviewing on your questions

Where did ‘I’m not sure’ come from?

• Was it an interaction problem? 

• What is this person thinking?

Image credit: Drawn by Tasia Graham, illustration from Caroline Jarrett, “Surveys that work” (2021)”

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Rate your satisfaction

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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I see a lot of questions 
like this one

Section 2: The application process

Q4 How satisfied are you with the application process, on a scale from 0 

to 10 where ‘0’ means ‘not at all satisfied’ and 10 means ‘completely 

satisfied’?

o 0

o 1

o 2

o 3

o 4

o 5

o 6

o 7

o 8

o 9

o 10

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Likert had three formats in his scales

Likert, R. (1932). "A Technique for the Measurement of Attitudes." Archives of Psychology 140: 55.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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You can find an academic paper to 
support almost any number of response points

• Krosnick and Presser refer to about 87 papers on response 
points

Krosnick, J. A. and S. Presser (2009). Question and Questionnaire Design. Handbook of Survey Research 

(2nd Edition) J. D. Wright and P. V. Marsden, Elsevier. Emerald_HSR-V017_9 263..313 (stanford.edu)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://web.stanford.edu/dept/communication/faculty/krosnick/docs/2010/2010%20Handbook%20of%20Survey%20Research.pdf
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I have a flowchart to help you to decide

Does a key 
stakeholder* have a 

strong opinion?

Yes Go with the 
stakeholder’s 
opinion

No

Offer five points 
with a neutral centre 
point

*the key stakeholder could be you

Adapted from Caroline Jarrett (2021), “Surveys that work: A practical guide for designing and running surveys”

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Is ‘satisfaction’ the only relevant emotion?

Section 2: The application process

Q4 How satisfied are you with the application process, on a scale from 0 to 10 

where ‘0’ means ‘not at all satisfied’ and 10 means ‘completely satisfied’?

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Let’s try a thought-experiment

Photo by Jailam Rashad on Unsplash

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Satisfaction is a complex matter

Compared experience to what? Resulting thoughts

(nothing) Indifference

Expectations Better / worse / different 

Needs Met / not met / mixture

Excellence (the ideal product) Good / poor quality (or ‘good enough’)

Fairness Treated equitably / inequitably

Events that might have been Vindication / regret 

Adapted from Oliver, R. L. (1996) and (2010) “Satisfaction: A Behavioral Perspective on the Consumer”

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Consider other emotions and reactions

The Microsoft Product Reaction Cards have 118 adjectives

Accessible Creative Fast Meaningful Slow

Advanced Customizable Flexible Motivating Sophisticated

Annoying Cutting edge Fragile Not Secure Stable

Appealing Dated Fresh Not Valuable Sterile

Microsoft Product Reaction Cards Unlock User Satisfaction - Part I (uxfirm.com)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://uxfirm.com/microsofts-product-reaction-cards-unlock-user-satisfaction-part-1/
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I also see a lot of “recommend” questions

Would you recommend us to 

a friend or family member?

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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“Recommend to friend/family” can be OK

A shop selling clothes

What do you want to know? Whether they will recommend

Why do you want to know? To compare numbers 

over time

What number do you need to 

make a decision?

Some good reasons 

(investigate and fix problems)

Some bad ones (punish staff)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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“Recommend to friend/family” can be OK

A shop selling clothes A hospital ward 

What do you want to know? Whether they will recommend ????

Why do you want to know? To compare numbers 

over time

Because someone said 

they had to ask

What number do you need to 

make a decision?

Some good reasons 

(investigate and fix problems)

Some bad ones (punish staff)

???? 

What decision?

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Takeaway Test your questions by 
interviewing in context

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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