Questionnaires in General
Using Written Questionnaires
Most people living in the United States have been asked, at one time or another, to complete a written questionnaire.  Restaurants have comment cards.  Websites have pop-up ‘feedback’.  Retail stores, commercial establishments, and utility companies include questionnaires in their paper circulars, advertising, and/or billing.  
Government agencies like IMLS also request information through written questionnaires and forms, both paper and digital.  We do this because the information helps to improve services and resources benefitting the public.
What are specific advantages of using survey questionnaires for collecting information from the public?
(+)
· Process is practical, usually less expensive than other data collection methods
· Questionnaires and many types of question formats are familiar across many groups and cultures
· Results are mainly quantitative so can be analyzed quickly and in ways that are easily interpretable to many
· Usually provide more reliable information by eliminating potential, multiple biases compared to gathering evidence in other ways such as when an evaluator interviews participants in a project
However, there are a number of issues that need attention when using a written questionnaire to gather information from the public.
(-)
· Wording has to be precise, clear, and easy to understand for all participants being surveyed.
· Do not know readily know to tell whether responses between those who participate in the survey and those who do not substantively differ
· The questionnaire must be kept short enough for encouraging enough folks to participate.
· Coding of qualitative information from text responses to “open-ended questions” can be time consuming
The good news is that these issues are correctable and manageable.  Here are some selected resources to help in the design, use, and analysis of the data of questionnaires:
http://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/u-s-survey-research/questionnaire-design/
http://www.fao.org/docrep/w3241e/w3241e05.htm
https://www.census.gov/srd/mode-guidelines.pdf
http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/alfresco/publication-pdfs/310840-Surveying-Clients-about-Outcomes.PDF
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/resource/the-program-managers-guide-to-evaluation-second-edition
Tips for Writing Questions

Even though the questionnaires to measure the few national-level outcomes for reporting into the State Program Report (SPR) are already developed, you can add additional questions at the state or project level to collect additional information from participants.  Here are a few tips about writing questions for a questionnaire.

Remember, the instructions, questions, and response choices have to stand on their own merit.  There should be no room for interpretation.  The only way to assure your words represent the same concepts you are trying to convey and are represented consistently across your respondents is to test (and re-test) your questionnaire.  

1. Use one concept per item.  
· Asking respondents to answer more than one concept in a survey question (“item”) leads to answers that cannot be accurately interpreted.

· The ambiguity can also cause frustration for the respondent.

For instance:

Q. To what extent did you improve your knowledge and skills?

      Not at All 





            A Great Extent
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· Knowledge and skills are two very different concepts.

· “Well, I learned something but my skills are still very weak.  How am I supposed to answer this?”

· This question has to be converted into two separate questions.
2. Avoid abbreviations and initials but if needed, be sure to provide the full name with the abbreviation or initials in parentheses afterward 

· Example:  Many are familiar with the Association of College and Research Libraries
· Not as Familiar: ACRL
· Best Choice: Association of College And Research Libraries (ACRL)
· After providing name and initials/abbreviation, continue to use just initials/abbreviation

3. When response categories have no specific order, alphabetize them. For instance:
a. Female

b. Male
4. Minimize bias in designing and administering a questionnaire and then in using the data.

· Definition of bias taken from: “A Catalog of Biases in Questionnaires” http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1323316/
Bias: “a deviation of results or inferences from the truth, or processes leading to such a deviation”. Questionnaire bias is a result of unanticipated communication barriers between the investigator and respondents that yield inaccurate results. Bias may arise from the way individual questions are designed, the way the questionnaire as a whole is designed, and how the questionnaire is administered or completed. 

· The article identifies and illustrates examples of 48 types of biases in questionnaires and places them into three broad categories (with subcategories).  These include:
· Question Design (wording, missing information, faulty scale, leading questions, intrusiveness, inconsistency)
· Examples of wording bias include: ambiguity, complexity,  technical jargon, and unfamiliar words
· Questionnaire Design (formatting, length, structure)

· Examples of formatting problems include: alignment and a  juxtaposed scale

· Questionnaire Administration (Biases that impact the objectivity of administering the questionnaire, such as a respondent’s sub-conscious reaction, his/her respondent’s inaccurate recall, and cultural differences)

· An example of respondent’s inaccurate recall is to ask the person to remember something that took place over a year ago without any significant milestone for remembering that specific event.
Final Tip on Designing A  Good Questionnaire:  Likert Scale Items
Questionnaires frequently contains Likert Scale items; each Likert Scale item consists of a statement and a set of responses.  
A good item cover only one concept. The statement gets written with a negative or positive slant – a neutral statement will not work effectively as a “Likert Scale item.” As an example, “the library is a brick building.”  This statement is probably factual but cannot reflect how the respondent feels about the library.
At the end of each statement is a set of response choices.  The responses choices represent a continuum of disagreement/agreement (or agreement/disagreement).
The key to a good Likert Scale item is its ability to show the direction (agreement/disagreement) and strength (slight to great) of the response.  


Note: avoid bias in the response choices. In the above example, the five-point Likert scale does not encourage the respondent to select, say, a choice of 1 versus 5.  If for example, the first response label was changed from “Strongly Disagree” TO “Slightly Disagree,” the item would be biased, including not knowing how many “strongly disagreed.”  
Example:						         Strongly 		Strongly


							          Disagree		Agree


Q. I learned something by participating in this library activity.            1        2        3        4       5              
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