
Guidance for Developing a Survey 
As discussed in Community Assessment and Monitoring Results and Activities (Modules 4 and 8) 

 

 
Surveys are a method of gathering information and perspectives from individuals, families, and 
groups for the purpose of research, planning, or intervention. Creating a survey goes beyond just 
devising  questions, it includes selecting an audience to take the survey, pre-testing and revising 
the survey as needed, collecting information, figuring out what the results mean, and 
determining ways in which the survey results will be used. Although developing a survey and 
gathering results can be time-consuming  and  sometimes  a  costly  process,  the  
information  gathered  can  often  inform  an organization’s plans more accurately than other 
existing information sources. 
 

Prior to Developing a Survey 
Before beginning to develop a survey, clarify why a survey is needed and what information it 
will provide that can help in the planning process. Also determine who will take the survey. 
Make sure they are representative of the larger population you are interested in and can provide 
the information needed. For example, if the purpose is to study military youth, then be sure the 
sample includes a range of ages (younger youth and adolescents). Participants would not be 
representative if they were all between the ages of eleven and thirteen. Be sure that everyone 
who takes the survey knows from the beginning about the purpose of the survey and why their 
participation is important. 
 

Survey Questions 
All surveys contain a set of structured questions. Questions can ask for demographic information 
that describes a person (e.g., age, gender, occupation, and any other descriptive information), 
behavioral information that describes how a person behaves (e.g., how often do you exercise?), 
and attitudinal information that describes how a person thinks or feels about something (e.g., 
how do you feel about healthy eating?). 
 
Here are few important points to keep in mind when developing questions for a survey: 

1. Write short and simple questions- do not use jargon: Use simple everyday language to 
enhance respondent understanding of the questions. Keep the questions at an 
appropriate reading level and avoid using jargon so the respondent can better 
understand the intent of the question and give the most accurate answer. 
 

2. Know when to use open-ended questions and closed-ended questions: Both can be 
valuable. Open-ended questions are those that elicit individualized and in-depth 
feedback from the respondents. Closed-ended questions provide respondents with 
answer choices such as true/ false, multiple choice, rating scale, and ranking order. 



Closed-ended questions are usually easier for the respondent to answer and they are 
often easier to analyze after the survey. 
 

3. Steer clear from leading questions: Aim to elicit unbiased and meaningful survey 
responses to the questions asked. Leading questions are those that direct respondents to 
answer in a particular way. An example of a leading question is “We are proud of our 
new additions to the program for infants at our day care. What are your thoughts about 
this program?” One would reframe this to “What are your thoughts on the changes to 
the infant program at the day care center?” 
 

4. Limit one issue per question: Try not to clump two or three topics into one question. 
Instead of asking about how much they liked the instructor and the material for a 
particular class, an effective survey developer would ask one question about the quality 
of the instructor and another that focuses on the materials provided for the class. 
 

5. Put questions in logical order: For example, ask, “Do you have children?” before 
asking, “How   many children do you have?” 
 

These tips on developing questions are not only helpful for surveys, but also for focus groups 
and interviews,  which  are  all  designed  to  help  gather  information  and  get  a  clearer  
and  deeper understanding about a topic of interest. 

 

Survey Methods 
Depending on allocated resources and the kind of information the organization hopes to gather, 
there are various methods of surveying that might be right for the organization. When 
considering which survey method to use, weigh out the costs and benefits. 

 
1. Paper and pencil surveys: These are surveys that individuals take by responding to 

written questions. This form is commonly used and is one of the more traditional 
methods of surveying. The respondent has a high degree of freedom in answering the 
questions without the pressure of giving immediate responses as is the case with face-
to-face or telephone-aided surveys. Paper and pencil surveys can be distributed in 
groups or to individuals. They can be completed with a representative from the 
organization present to guide respondents and assist them with any questions or the 
survey can be given to or mailed to respondents to have them completed. In some cases, 
for instance when a survey is mailed, one cannot ensure completion or the return of 
surveys. While these types of surveys help to cover a lot of ground, it is often time 
consuming and has printing, mailing, and data entry costs. 
 

2. Web or online surveys: In the past few years, web surveys have become a preferred 



method for developing surveys and collecting information. With higher access to 
internet services, web surveys are efficient in reaching a wide range of respondents. 
This is a cost-effective method but comes with certain caveats. To start, respondents 
must have computer and internet access, the research team needs to have working 
knowledge of online tools, and there is always the possibility that respondents may not 
complete the survey or it may be incomplete due to an incompatible internet 
connection, browser, or software trouble. Online survey development platforms can be 
found online since there are many of them out there. Start by doing a quick search on 
the internet for options. Often platforms provide automatic data collection and filtering 
methods, which makes the data ready for analysis once the respondents complete the 
survey. 
 

3. Telephone surveys: These are direct one-on-one conversations through a telephone to 
gather information. This method helps reach an audience without much investment in 
travel funds and helps to talk to people living in various geographic locations. There is 
less visual information available and respondents have the ability to end the 
conversation by simply hanging up the phone. Telephone surveys can be helpful in 
assisting respondents like those with lower reading levels or developmental disabilities. 
Monetary costs are minimal for telephone surveys, yet they can be time consuming and 
require having personnel and access to multiple phone lines to implement the surveys. 
 

4. Face-to-face surveys: Similar to a telephone survey, face-to-face surveys are direct one-
on-one conversations where a person from the organization asks structured questions 
and assists the respondent in answering them. The difference is that these are in person. 
This face-to-face interaction provides surveyors the opportunity to gather otherwise 
hidden details (e.g., non- verbal messages or environmental descriptions). Responses 
can vary in length, which acts as a strength (they provide detailed information) and a 
weakness (can be difficult to summarize large descriptive responses into appropriate 
conclusions). Additionally, this type of survey can be costly. One needs to have 
personnel available to conduct these surveys, training sessions to train survey 
personnel, and the time and equipment to enter large amounts of survey responses. 

 

 

Once surveys are completed, it is important to organize various responses to develop the larger 
picture. Describe the various findings for organizational use and for the larger community. The 
University of Wisconsin provides a great introduction on ways to analyze survey data on their 
website titled “Using Excel for Analyzing Survey Questionnaires.” Finally, it is important to 
ensure participants privacy during and after collecting information. Survey information should 
kept private and only shared as needed. Prior to asking for participants’ information, ensure they 
are aware of policies in place to protect their privacy (e.g., any identifying information will be 
removed from what they share).  
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