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T
he explosion of the Internet has 
created an onrush of Web-based 
surveys. Technical communica-
tion professionals and educa-
tors quickly recognized that for 

special populations who regularly use 
the Internet, Web-based surveys can 
be a useful way of conducting research 
and collecting audience opinions on 
new products and services. However, 
response rates to all consumer fi eld 
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research in the United States, includ-
ing surveys, have plummeted since the 
1950s. It is becoming more diffi cult for 
companies to determine
• Who is using what products?
• Why are these people using these 

products?
• What do users of particular products 

have in common?

This article presents ten tips for writ-

ing Web-based survey questions that can 
increase survey response rates and col-
lect valuable feedback from the users of 
your products and services. Companies 
such as WebMonkey.com provide afford-
able platforms for companies of any size 
to construct surveys that allow them to 
collect data and suggestions from their 
customers. The information gathered 
can help technical communicators tai-
lor deliverables to meet user needs. 
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Survey data can be collected quickly 
and inexpensively, and can often be ana-
lyzed with tools provided by a data col-
lection service. To promote better survey 
response rates, attention must be given to 
• The thoughtful construction of 

questions
• The order in which questions are 

presented
• The tailoring of questions to im-

prove data collection and sorting 
techniques

The following tips can help you con-
struct effective survey questions that re-
sult in higher response rates from your 
target audience.

Tip 1. Ask for demographic 
information last.

Surveys often start out by asking for 
information that many people feel un-
comfortable giving. This puts people off 
from the start because many consider 
categories such as name, address, in-
come, religion, and age to be intrusive. 

If you begin by collecting other infor-
mation and then ask these questions to-
ward the end of the session, people are 
more likely to respond because by then 
they have formed an emotional attach-
ment to the survey. They have expressed 
their opinions and spent time with your 
questionnaire. Placing such questions 
at the end gives respondents time to 
get comfortable with the idea of sharing 
their personal information.

Tip 2. Phrase questions in as 
few words as possible.

This tip is important to boosting re-
sponses for two reasons:
• Your audience’s time is valuable. If re-

spondents feel that they are spending 
too much time reading and progress-
ing through the survey, they will quit.

• Careful, concise use of language will 
promote clarity and limit potential 
misunderstanding and confusion.

Tip 3. Make sure each 
question is technically 

accurate.
This tip may seem self-evident, but it 

is still important to remember. People 
often quit taking surveys that have gram-

matical and usage errors. Respondents 
also can misunderstand an awkwardly 
worded question and answer in unin-
tended ways. In addition, ensure that 
any facts or statistics you use are cor-
rect and verifi ed. By using simple tools 
such as spell-checking software, you can 
remove reasons for people to ignore or 
quit taking your survey. 

Tip 4. Use the tools provided 
by the Web-based 

survey service you are using.
Besides providing a quick and inex-

pensive means for you to disseminate 
your survey and collect your data, many 
of these services offer ways to boost re-
sponse rates and improve the quality of 
the information you collect. You may 
want to consider the following practices:
• Incorporate text boxes throughout 

your questionnaire. Many survey par-
ticipants have additional thoughts 
concerning a question or may decide 
to clarify or expand on a response. 
You can collect valuable information 
concerning your product or service 
by allowing participants to type their 
ideas into a text box. Such unprompt-
ed feedback may point you in a direc-
tion you overlooked. Do not make 
writing in these text boxes manda-
tory, however, as forcing people to 
respond in detail can decrease your 
overall response rates.

• Install a “progress map” at the bottom 
of each screen. This is often displayed 
as a bar graph that shows the respon-
dent’s progress though the survey. 
Longer surveys may be composed of 
separate sections, and this feature will 
allow the respondent to see what is 
left to complete. This simple feature 
increases response rates by giving the 
user an idea of the remaining time 
needed to complete the survey.

• Defi ne a URL address that, upon 
completion of the questionnaire, re-
directs the respondent’s browser to 
your company’s Web site or a section 
of your Web site particularly relevant 
to the survey. This is a powerful way 
to reach new users (or reconnect with 
past users) to share your company’s 
products or services. Most Web-based 
survey services offer this feature.

Tip 5. Use options to 
jog participants’ 

memories.
Sometimes, respondents may not 

remember specifi c (or even general) 
numbers, and you can construct your 
questions to aid them. For instance, you 
may want to fi nd out how many times 
a respondent used your product or ser-
vice in the last year. You could simply 
ask, “In the last year, how many times 
did you use product X?” If you provide 
only a text box that allows the user to in-
put a number, the respondent is forced 
to remember a number. A more effec-
tive technique is to provide a range of 
options such as: 0, 1–3, 4–6, 7–9, and 10 
or more. Tailored to your product or ser-
vice, this range will help respondents re-
member or better estimate their usage.

Tip 6. Use an equal number 
of positive and 

negative categories for questions 
with ranked responses.

Sometimes data can be biased be-
cause a question provides more options 
for either positive or negative rankings. 
For instance, suppose you are trying to 
fi nd out how users rate your product or 
service. You could ask, “How satisfi ed 
were you with service Y?”

Because you are trying to determine a 
level of satisfaction, you may be tempted 
to provide a scale of responses too heav-
ily weighted toward the positive: com-
pletely satisfi ed, mostly satisfi ed, somewhat 
satisfi ed, neither satisfi ed nor dissatisfi ed, 
and dissatisfi ed. To maintain the integri-
ty of your data, provide a balanced scale: 
satisfi ed, somewhat satisfi ed, neither satisfi ed 
nor dissatisfi ed, somewhat dissatisfi ed, and 
dissatisfi ed. 

Tip 7. Ask questions using 
complete sentences.

To minimize the word count of a sur-
vey, it is tempting to use incomplete 
sentences for questions. Although some 
questions, such as “Age” or “Name,” are 
unlikely to be misunderstood, other 
questions can confuse some respon-
dents and lead to either inaccurate data 
or no response at all.

For example, consider the following 
question: “Years you used product X.” 
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Even before respondents look at the 
choices on the survey, they may begin to 
consider the actual years that they used 
the product (e.g., 1989 and 1999) or the 
number of years that the product was 
used (e.g., three). Different possible an-
swers may create confusion when the re-
spondent looks for the proper category 
to select. To avoid potential confusion 
(and the opportunity to quit respond-
ing), a better question would be “How 
many years did you use product X?” 

Tip 8. Always pretest the 
survey and revise 

it according to the feedback you 
receive.

Although technical communicators 
understand the necessity of pretesting 
documentation and other deliverables, 
Web-based surveys are often sent to 
potential participants untested. Simple 
errors, technical diffi culties, and convo-
luted language can all be corrected by 
having someone other than the survey 
writer take the survey.

Using a wide variety of people in a sur-
vey pretest yields better feedback than 
using a large number of people with sim-
ilar backgrounds and working contexts. 
For instance, a technical communica-
tor could ask friends, family members, 
and co-workers to troubleshoot a survey 
rather than asking everyone in the same 
department at work. Divergent back-
grounds lead to different ways of inter-
preting questions, which lead to more 
valuable suggestions for revision.

Tip 9. Consider using 
multiple modes 

of contact with each potential 
participant.

To maximize response rates, you may 
want to contact potential participants 
before and after you send the e-mail with 
the hyperlink to your survey. Although 
cost is always a factor in these decisions, 
some options include the following:
• A preliminary postcard or e-mail an-

nouncing your upcoming survey and 
inviting the person to participate

• A cover letter or e-mail, delivered a few 
days before you e-mail your survey’s 
hyperlink, that explains the purpose 
and importance of your research

• A follow-up or reminder e-mail or 
postcard with a hyperlink URL to 
your survey, sent to nonresponders

• A letter that invites nonresponders 
to complete the survey by telephone 
(complete with a phone number and 
a URL hyperlink to the survey)

In their study, “A Comparison of 
Web and Mail Survey Response Rates,” 
Kaplowitz, Hadlock, and Levine found 
that the most effective responses to 
Web-based surveys were received when 
surveys were preceded by a postcard. 
One major advantage to Web-based 
surveys is that they can be written and 
disseminated cheaply. However, if you 
combine them with the added cost of 
hardcopy modes of contact, the cost of 
the survey can easily get out of hand. 
Conversely, this combination might be 
the most cost-effective way to gauge cus-
tomer satisfaction or even the return on 
investment of your product or service. 

Tip 10. Always thank 
respondents for 

their valuable time and input.
Everyone’s time is valuable, and the 

data you collect from the users of your 
products and services are invaluable to 
the development of your company’s fu-
ture deliverables. Common courtesy can 
make the difference between someone 
choosing to participate or declining. 

All correspondence must include 
a note of thanks for participation. A 
thank-you should also be written into 
the survey itself, and stated both at the 
beginning and upon completion. Also, 
you may consider offering an incentive, 
available only to participants, in the 
form of a coupon for your company’s 
goods and services. 

The following sites provide inexpensive 
and easy-to-use online survey tools.
Advanced Survey    www.advancedsurvey.com
Question Pro    www.questionpro.com
SurveyMonkey.com   www.webmonkey.com
WebSurveyor    www.websurveyor.com
Zoomerang    info.zoomerang.com

Using Web-based surveys to collect 
data on customers’ perceptions of your 
products and services can be a cost-ef-
fective, timely, and accurate means of 
improving your company’s deliverables. 
With this feedback, you can determine 
who is using what products and services, 
why they are using them, and what these 
users have in common. By using these 
ten tips, you can construct effective sur-
veys that will result in higher response 
rates and more accurate data—which 
you can use to tailor your deliverables to 
both current and future customers. 
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