Survey Design Checklist
Improve an existing survey instrument or select a new one
using Dr. Hunter Gehlbach’s research-backed approach.

This set of three checklists is designed for researchers and practitioners
with two specific audiences in mind: those choosing a pre-existing survey
to use and those who prefer to develop their own instrument. The aim of
these checklists is to help survey designers and consumers avoid the
largest and most easily avoided sources of measurement error. Thus, the
lists are not comprehensive; rather, we hope they help mitigate the
largest problems with minimal eﬀort.
It is also worth distinguishing between a checklist like this, which is
designed to facilitate item-writing and survey administration, from the
larger research process involved in developing a survey instrument. In
other words, the checklist does not help investigators address “what do
we want to learn?”, “is a survey the right data collection instrument?”,
“which constructs/concepts do we want to assess?”, and other critical,
preliminary conversations that a research team will need to have.
Furthermore, this quick checklist should not be thought of as an
adequate replacement for a thorough process to design survey scales
(e.g., Gehlbach & Brinkworth, 2011).
Finally, the checklists are designed as a living document. Your comments
to research@panoramaed.com will help us make these more useful.
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For items and response options:
Does your survey…

YES

NO

Use scales rather than single items when possible?
Why? A scale consists of several survey items/questions that are designed to measure the same underlying idea or topic as a group.
Although scales take longer for respondents to complete, they improve one’s accuracy in assessing complex topics (as compared to
error-prone single items).

Make sure every item applies to every respondent?
Why? Rapport with the people taking your survey is immensely important. If you haven’t developed a strong, trusting relationship with
your respondents, they will generate low-quality answers (if they respond at all). One way that many survey designers inadvertently
alienate their respondents is by asking them numerous items that do not apply to them.

Avoid item formats consisting of statements and agree/disagree response options…?
Why? Despite the frequency with which they are used, survey researchers overwhelmingly identify this format as one of the worst ways
to present items.

… and instead, use questions and emphasize your focus in your response options?
Why? The broad consensus of survey researchers is to ask questions that reinforce the central focus of the question in the response
options. For example, a question like “How much do you enjoy your class?” might have the following responses to keep respondents
focused on the idea of “enjoy” as they think through their response:
Do not enjoy at all

Enjoy a little bit

Enjoy somewhat

Enjoy quite a bit

Enjoy a tremendous
amount

Ask one item at a time (thereby avoiding multi-barreled items)?
Why? Double-barreled or multi-barreled items such as “How often does your teacher challenge and praise you?” put respondents in a
catch-22 if the teacher challenges frequently but praises rarely. Survey designers can ask separate items about challenge and praise (if
both are important) or they can pick the more important topic.

Use positive language?
Why? Negatives such as – un-/not/im-/anti-/etc. – are hard for respondents to process. They often make errors in reading and
interpreting items that use these words.

Avoid “reverse-scored” items?
Why? Reverse scored items are designed to ‘keep survey takers on their toes.’ By inserting items on a scale that are the opposite of the
topic they are designed to assess – For example, including “How often are you annoyed during class?” amidst a scale designed to
measure class enjoyment – some survey designers think that they can keep respondents paying attention. While this is a great idea in
theory, these items usually degrade the reliability of the overall scale.

Choose item formats wisely so that they answer the question you have?
Why? Far too often, survey designers will structure an item so that they don’t get at the data they need. For example, asking people to
‘check-all-that-apply’ routinely results in people picking a few items at the top of the list and disproportionately ignoring items further
down the list. As a result, it is unclear whether particular items do not apply or were skipped. Other times, researchers might ask rating
items when they want rank-ordered data (or vice-versa).
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Does your survey…

YES

NO

Balance the visual, numeric, and conceptual mid-point of the response options?
Why? The structure of response options has a huge influence over which option people choose. Survey designers can confuse
respondents if the visual balance of the scale, number of response options, and the meaning of the options are not completely
congruent. For example:
Poor

Fair

Good

Very Good

Excellent

This sends the following conflicting signals:
✓ the line between “good” and “very good” is the midpoint (visually since the 4th and 5th response options take up so much
room),
✓ “good” is the midpoint (numerically it is the 3rd option on a 5-point scale), and
✓ “fair” is the midpoint (conceptually, since fair connotes neither good nor bad).

For formatting and ordering your survey:
Have you…

YES

NO

Asked the more important items earlier in the survey?
Why? By placing your most important items at the beginning of the survey, you increase the odds that respondents will answer the item
while they still have the energy and focus to put forth their best effort.

Labeled all response options?
Why? By ensuring that each response option has a verbal label (as opposed to leaving some options blank), survey designers can help
the options seem equally important.

Used only verbal labels?
Why? Although intuitively numbers provide more precision than words, when it comes to survey design, studies have shown that verbal
labels hold more consistent meaning from person to person than numbers. In other words, one person’s “3” may be quite different than
another’s; but what one person means by “sometimes” is pretty close to what someone else means.

Visually separated “don’t know” and “N/A” response options (e.g., an “I don’t know”
or “N/A” category)?
Why? The one exception to the guideline that response options be evenly spaced is when you need to include response options without
substantive meaning. So if you do need to include “don’t know” or “N/A” as a response option, visually distinguish those options from
the main substantive responses with extra space:
Not at all
exciting

Mildly
exciting

Somewhat
exciting

Quite
exciting

Extremely
Exciting

Not sure

Used only one row or only one column for your response options?
Why? Forcing respondents to read response options both top to bottom and left to right increases confusion and respondent error.
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Does your survey…

YES

NO

Ensure that the visual layout of your survey is consistent?
Why? By staying consistent, you allow respondents to learn where to look for vital information on your survey in a quick and efficient
fashion.

Place sensitive questions (e.g., demographics) later in your survey?
Why? Many respondents feel uncomfortable divulging demographic information. Furthermore, some respondents might answer
differently if they thought their answers were going to be construed as representing the thoughts or beliefs of particular racial or ethnic
groups.

To maximize responses:
In preparing to administer your survey, have you…

YES

NO

Communicated with your respondents multiple times?
Why? More interactions with your respondents bolsters the chances that they will do you a favor and answer your survey.

Personalized all correspondences and the survey itself as much as possible?
Why? Writing someone’s name (rather than “Dear Teacher”) can bolster your response rates by 7 – 10%.

Explained how the benefits of taking your survey outweigh the costs?
Why? To convince people to take your survey, you need to show them that the benefits of completing the short instrument far outweigh
the costs.

Presented the survey as a conversation with your respondents?
Why? A powerful metaphor is that surveys resemble having a conversation with your respondent. Thus, the guidelines for polite
conversation suggest wisdom like ‘don’t switch topics capriciously,’ ‘don’t state more than you actually know,’ and so forth.

Aligned the stated purpose of your survey with the first item on your survey?
Why? Using your cover letter to express how important the topic of the survey is and then following up with the first few items on your
survey being about that exact topic can be a powerful 1-2 punch.

Strategically and thoughtfully scheduled follow-up communications with respondents?
Why? It is always hard to know how and when to nudge respondents to take your survey. Planning this out ahead of time often results
in many unforeseen benefits.

A quick tally of the number of “yes” check-marks should help you compare the relative
strengths of diﬀerent surveys and/or diﬀerent approaches to administering a survey.
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