
Writing good survey questions to construct reliable and valid surveys 
The best reference is an Australian book, by David de Vaus. (David de Vaus (2013) Surveys in Social Research 
6th ed Allen & Unwin) 
The main concerns about writing survey questions fall into the following categories. (They are not discrete 
categories) 

1. Language of questions 
2. Length 
3. Double-barrelled questions 
4. Leading questions 
5. Negative questions 
6. Assumption of knowledge of respondents 
7. Same meaning for everyone 
8. Frame of reference clarity 
9. Forced answer questions 
10. Questions that are too hard to answer 

 
1. Language 

1.1 Avoid jargon, terminology that is not widely understood. This includes acronyms and 
colloquialisms. For example: “Have you visited a health worker in the past 4 weeks?” Are you sure 
there is a common understanding of the term “health worker”? 
 

1.2 A change in wording causes different responses. This is a well-documented phenomenon.  
For example, Schuman and Presser (1981) found that nearly half the population would support not 
allowing communists to speak in public, but only about 20% would forbid it.  
The meaning of questions can go beyond the literal interpretation of the words. Small word changes, 
however minor, can produce very different responses. Interviewers need always to read the questions 
exactly as worded and survey wording should never be changed. Trialing will draw attention to responses 
that do not have a range of responses (which is what you are looking for). 
Another example: 

• Do you think anything should be done to make it easier for people to pay doctor or 
hospital bills? (82% agree) 

• Do you think anything could be done to make it easier for people to pay doctor or 
hospital bills? (77% agree) 

• Do you think anything might be done to make it easier for people to pay doctor or 
hospital bills? (63% agree) 

(Payne, S.L. (1951) The Art of Asking Questions NJ: Princeton University Press) 
 

2. Length 
The shorter the survey the better the survey. Respondents are more likely to complete a shorter survey. 
Recording responses is more accurate and analysis less onerous with a shorter survey.  
Shorter questions are also less likely to cause problems, as long as they contain sufficient information to 
be understood and answered.  

 
3. Double Barrelled Questions 

Double–barrelled questions ask more than one question, which means that they are impossible to 
interpret.  
An example: Have you and your partner ever considered seeing a marriage counsellor ? (What if one had 
but not both?) 
 

4. Leading Questions 
Leading questions are those that push or bias the respondent into a particular direction.  
For example: “Have the cutbacks in health services made it more difficult for people in this community to 
get access to the hospital?” 
Questions that may start with “Do you agree that…” are more likely to be leading questions.  
 

5. Negative Questions 



In general, a question with a negative included is problematic because a negative response causes a 
double negative, which is then uninterpretable.  
Questions using ‘not’ can cause confusion. E.g. “Heroin should not be decriminalised?” Agree or not. 

 
6. Assumption of knowledge about a particular policy or situation. This is where you cannot assume that 

they have the same meaning for everyone: E.g. “Have you been a victim of crime in the last five years?” 
“Have you been abused?” 

 
7. Same meaning for all 

7.1 Take care when you use the words often or seldom. Their meaning varies from respondent 
to respondent. Either use a more specific word or define exactly what you mean by the 
term. 

7.2 Avoid questions where there is no consensus about the meaning of a key word. For 
example. “What services for middle aged people are needed in this area?” raises the 
question of what is middle-aged?  

 
8. Frame of reference clarity 

How often do you visit a GP?  Give them a time frame e.g. Within the past twelve months, can you tell 
me how often would you have visited your GP on average –  weekly, fortnightly, monthly, never…. 

 
9. Forced answer. 

This is when you give options for answers that don’t include “don’t know” or “no opinion”. That is, when 
‘don’t know’ is the real answer, but that option hasn’t been included.  

 
10. Questions that are too hard to answer easily.  

“How many times have you walked your children to school along the designated route”? (Too 
demanding. Response is unlikely to be accurate – can only be a guess unless recorded each time.) 
“Do you agree or disagree with the recent changes to the Medicare Benefits Schedule? (Assumes 
knowledge of this schedule, an unlikely situation) 

 
Pilot with friends or colleagues. 
Revise pilot again with sample of respondents and revise. Look for lack of response to open-ended questions,  
Lack of variance in response or lots of ‘don’t know’, or scaled item that has a lot of written-in answers.  
 
If certain information is of critical importance, you could verify by asking similar questions at two different 
points . E.g. How often…….     Then later: I have …..never, once,… 
 
Cultural sensitivity 
If focusing on particular subgroups within the larger population it is worth doing a literature review to identify 
culturally specific or sensitive survey design and delivery techniques. For example, surveying of aboriginal 
communities need to examine preferred delivery mode, role of interpersonal relationships, the importance of 
concepts such as time and specific places, community movement, privacy and reciprocity.  
e.g. Aboriginal: Donavan and Spark (1997) suggest using face-to face- interviews particularly for remote 
communities. Propose a range of guidelines. To ensure maximum sensitivity to culture and with minimum 
discomfort (p90) e.g. direct questioning is inconsistent with Aboriginal culture. 
Information gathering is an exchange process for Aboriginal culture. 
The concept of privacy is important in Aboriginal Culture. 
Use of an appropriate language, particularly when English is not the first language. 
Concepts of numeracy, intensity and specificity are different in Aboriginal and western cultures. 
Concepts of, and attitudes towards, time are different in Aboriginal Culture. 
Interpersonal interaction styles are different. 
Aboriginal communities fluctuate considerably, and this needs to be taken into account in sampling. 
Miller and Rainbow (1997) stress reciprocity and follow-up when conducting surveys in Aboriginal 
communities. E.g. if conducting an old people’s survey, you should be prepared to collect firewood, or provide 
a plumber to fix broken toilets in a survey of sanitation for older people.   
 



 

 
 









 


