
Questionnaire design

Naomi Cogger

Email: N.Cogger@massey.ac.nz



Objective

At the completion to this lesson you will be able to: 

1. Describe the steps in questionnaire design. 

2. Write questions to address a specific research objectives. 

3. Explain the difference between a desk check and piloting the 

survey. 



Scenario 

• You have observed an increase in cattle abortions in your region. 

• You collected samples and 6 of the 18 were positive for brucellosis.

• You are planning a cross-sectional study to:
• Determine the prevalence of brucellosis 

• Identify potential risk factors

• To collect risk factor information you will use a questionnaire. 



Introduction

The steps in questionnaire design are:
1. Define the problem

2. Plan how the survey will be administered. 

3. Write the questionnaire. 

4. Desk check 

5. Pilot survey 
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Introduction

The steps in questionnaire design are:
1. Define the problem

2. Plan how the survey will be administered. 

3. Write the questionnaire. 

4. Desk check 

5. Pilot survey 



Define the problem 

Defining the problem means answering:
• What is the purpose of the survey?

• Who is the target population? 
• i.e. Who would we want to ask if we could ask everyone?

• What is the information going to be used for?

• What exactly do you want to find out?



Define the problem

Let’s answer these question for Brucellosis scenario:
• What is the purpose of the survey?

• Determine how prevalent brucellosis is

• Identify risk factors (i.e. factors that increase or decrease the risk of brucellosis).



Define the problem

Let’s answer these question for Brucellosis scenario:
• What is the purpose of the survey?

• Determine how prevalent brucellosis is

• Identify risk factors

• Who is the target population? 
• Cattle in the region of interest (you need to define the region clearly)

• Consider if you would focus on all cattle or cattle in certain types of production systems 
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• Determine how prevalent brucellosis is

• Identify risk factors 

• Who is the target population? 
• Cattle in the region of interest (you need to define the region clearly)

• What is the information going to be used for?
• This was not specified and you would want to be clear before you start. 

• Possible uses for the information:
• Use prevalent information to determine if the problem is ‘large’ enough to require attention

• Plan a control program 



Define the problem

Let’s answer these question for Brucellosis scenario:
• What is the purpose of the survey?

• Determine how prevalent brucellosis is

• Identify risk factors 

• Who is the target population? 
• Cattle in the region of interest (you need to define the region clearly)

• What is the information going to be used for?
• This was not specified and you would want to be clear before you start. 

• What exactly do you want to find out?
• Here is were you get specific about the risk factors

• It can be tempting to list everything but that makes for a long survey which may impact 
on participation and quality of answer



How many factors should you include?

No magic answer we are balancing:

Keeping it simple and brief to ensure people engage 

AND 

Maximise your efforts and collect as much data as possible because the 
effort and cost of collecting other data is typically small and less than 

another separate study



Questionnaire used 
in Doll & Hill 
landmark study on 
smoking in 1950’s







Define the problem

To identify risk factors you can:
• Read textbooks or a review article

• Consult experts 

• Read journal papers

For this activity we will focus on three possible risk factors:
• Where resources and shared between neighbours

• Age of the animal

• Mating 



Plan your administration method

• How will you get the questionnaire filled out



Plan you administration method

• Online survey tools 
• Even if you go into the field to collect data you can still 

enter into an online tool (which will help with analysis)

http://www.surveygizmo.com

http://www.surveymonkey.com



Write the questions

When starting out I recommend focusing on the following:
• Use language the person answer the questions will understand

• Be specific 

• Only 1 idea per question

• Avoid bias language



Answer formats
• Open questions

• Advantages
• Not limited to the researchers knowledge or understanding

• Disadvantages
• Difficult to code
• Can turn respondents off

• Closed questions
• Try and include all the alternatives and include an other
• Be clear as to whether people are selecting one or all that apply

Write the questions



Activity
• Part 1: 20 minutes

• Working in your groups draft the questions  you include in a cross-sectional survey to 
determine potential risk factors for brucellosis: 
• Whether neighbours share equipment
• The age of the animals you are testing for brucellosis
• Method of mating, including the source of the bull or semen

• Don’t forget to decide on the answer format

• Part 2: 15 minutes
• A tutor will join your group for 5 to 10 minutes to discuss your progress
• After discussion finalise your questions and prepare to present back to the group.

• Part 3: 30 minutes
• Each group will present their questions (2 minutes per group)
• Other groups will provide feedback on the questions (2 minutes per group)
• Tutor will provide feedback (1 minute per group)



Now you have some questions what next?

• You need to format the questionnaire so the questions flow logically

• Now desk check the questions yourself and with others in your group

• Pilot the survey with people who are part of your target population


