Lecture 19 & 20: Notes

Using questionnaires

Overview

This lecture and the following provide a straightforward introduction to questionnaires, their key elements, indicating the main issues to be addressed, some problematic considerations and how they can be resolved. 

Review points:

1. Ethical issues:
· Respondents cannot be forced to complete a questionnaire

· Their rights to withdraw at any stage or not to complete particular items in the questionnaire. The potential of the research to improve their situation (the issue of beneﬁcence). The guarantees that the research will not harm them (the issue of non-maleﬁcence). The guarantees of conﬁdentiality, anonymity and non-traceability in the research.

· The degree of threat or sensitivity of the questions, which may lead to respondents’ over-reporting or under-reporting.

2. Planning of a questionnaire:
· Decide the purposes/objectives of the questionnaire.

· Decide the population and the sample (as questions about their characteristics will need to be included on the questionnaire under ‘personal details’).

· Generate the topics/constructs/concepts/ issues to be addressed and data required in order to meet the objectives of the research (this can be done from literature, or a pre-pilot, for example, focus groups and semi-structured interviews).

· Decide the kinds of measures/scales/questions /responses required.

· Write the questionnaire items.

· Pilot the questionnaire and reﬁne items as a consequence

· Administer the ﬁnal questionnaire.

3. The layout of the questionnaire 

· Questionnaires should be typed or printed, clearly and attractively laid out, using a type size which is legible.

·  If you are administering your questionnaires by post or email, you should enclose a covering letter identifying yourself and describing the purposes of your survey, and providing a contact address or telephone number.

· If you are administering your questionnaires face to face, or over the telephone, you should introduce yourself first, give a contact address or telephone number if requested, and be prepared to answer questions about your survey.

·  If the questions you are asking are at all sensitive, and this will be the case for almost any questionnaire, you should start by assuring your respondent s of the confidentiality of their individual replies.

·  Make sure any instructions you give on how the respondent is expected to answer the questions are clear.
· It is usually better to keep the kind of response expected – ticking, circling or writing in – constant.

· It is desirable that the length of the questionnaire is kept within reasonable limits, but at the same time it is better to space questions well so that the questionnaire does not appear cramped.

·  If the questionnaire is lengthy or complicated, and you are expecting a substantial number of replies, you should think about coding the answers in advance on the questionnaire to speed up data input.

·  Remember to thank your respondents at the end of the questionnaire, and to invite their further comments and questions.
4. Piloting the questionnaire
· Purposes of piloting 

· To check clarity of items/layout/sections/presentation/ instructions
· To gain feedback on appearance
· To eliminate ambiguities/uncertainty/poor wording
· To check readability
· To gain feedback on question type (suitability/feasibility/ format (e.g. open/closed/multiple choice)
· To gain feedback on appropriateness of question stems
· To generate categories for responses in multiple choices
· To generate items for further exploration/discussion
· To gain feedback on response categories
· To gain feedback on length/timing (when to conduct the data collection as well as how long each takes to complete (e.g. each interview/questionnaire)/coverage/ease of completion 
· To identify items which are too easy/difficult/complex/ remote from experience
· To identify commonly misunderstood or non‑completed items. 
5. Avoiding pitfall in questions writing: 
a. Try to avoid questions which are ambiguous or imprecise, or which assume specialist knowledge on the part of the respondent.

b. • Remember that questions which ask respondents to recall events or feelingsthat occurred long ago may be answered with a lesser degree of accuracy.

c. Two or three simple questions are usually better than one very complex one.

d. Try not to draft questions which presume a particular answer, or lead the respondent on, but allow for all possible responses.

e.  Avoid too many questions which are couched in negative terms; though in some cases, such as when you are asking a series of attitude questions, it can be useful to mix positive and negative questions

f.  Remember that hypothetical questions, beyond the experience of the respondent, are likely to attract a less accurate response.

g. Avoid questions which may be offensive, and couch sensitive questions in a way and in a place (e.g. at the end of the questionnaire) such that they are not likely to affect your overall response rate.

h.  Do not ask too many open-ended questions: they take too much time to answer properly, and too much time to analyse.
i.  If asking questions in a different language, have them translated from English, and then back-translated into English, to ensure accuracy of translation.

6. Questionnaire Advantages 

· More cost effective .
· Geographical coverage can be wider and numbers participating larger.
· Anonymity can be maintained and thus confidentiality assured (except where you ask their name).
· Quantitative and qualitative data can be collected
7.  Questionnaire disadvantages 

· Loss of control – validity.
· No follow through - due to anonymity.
· Design flaws and part completion.
· Low response rates.
