
Surveying

Surveying can be an effective method for gaining 
insights, client and community feedback and for 
evaluation and quality improvement purposes. 
Surveying should be considered part of a 
broader client and community engagement 
strategy. 

Why is surveying important? 

• Surveys are an excellent way to reach a large 
volume of people, some of whom may not 
engage any other way.

• The most effective surveys have a clear topic, 
with a  short number of concise questions to 
gather information and feedback.

• Surveys are best utilised as part of another 
engagement strategy e.g. to define a baseline 
before implementing a change, to determine 
how well a change has been received, to find 
areas that need improvement.

• There are many formats for a survey, some of 
which suit certain groups more than others 
e.g. older people might prefer a face-to-face 
survey and younger people might prefer an 
online survey. 

• Surveys can prompt further involvement by 
asking if people would like to receive 
information or if they would like to be involved 
in the future.

How to Create a Survey

A good survey is brief but ensures that all 
relevant information is captured. It should also 
have well-developed questions and a structure 
that flows. The data gathered must be able to 
answer the original question, otherwise the 
survey is not useful. 

1. Define the purpose of the survey

What information do you want to gather by 
conducting the survey? Answering this question 
will help define the aim of the survey. 

This can be included as a short introduction to 
the survey, to let clients know why they are being 
surveyed and what the information will be used 
for. 

Confidentiality and anonymity are important here. 
Clients may choose not to participate if they feel 
their information is not going to be treated 
confidentially.  Most surveys do not require 
identifying information but may include some 
demographic information towards the end to help 
categorise data e.g. age, gender and sexuality, 
geographic location. 

2. Choose questions

The questions chosen and they way they are 
asked will reflect on the data collected. The 
following are important points to keep in mind:

• Open vs close-ended questions – both types 
of questions are valid. Close-ended questions 
can be useful if there is already some know 
data about the topic or question. A well-
constructed close-ended question can be 
extremely useful. Open-ended questions are 
useful for more in-depth research. However, 
they can be more time consuming to analyse. 

• Complex questions – be specific about what 
you are asking when constructing questions. 
Questions must be interpreted the same way 
by everyone. Asking one thing per question is 
a good general rule. Avoiding double-
negatives is also important as this confuses 
people.    

• Leading or biased questions – avoid using 
emotional or evocative language, as this can 
lead to bias. Agree/disagree type questions 
also tend to have a bias towards agree, so it is 
better to avoid these. 

• Rating scales – when asking close-ended 
questions, a rating scale can be used instead 
of a generic yes/no response. It is important to 
keep the number of responses on the scale 
the same. Ensure that bias is avoided by 
offering equal options for both the positive and 
negative ends of the scale. 

As well as the actual questions, it is important to 
make sure the survey flows well and the 
questions have a logical sequence. An 
introduction is useful to give some context to the 
survey and a title for each section helps with 
structure and flow. 

3. Test the survey

Pre-testing the survey before distribution can be 
the difference between a good and bad survey. 
Give the survey to a small number of people 
across a range of demographics and ask if they:

• Understand the survey

• Would feel comfortable answering the 
questions

• Have any objections to the questions 

• Feel the survey flows well
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4. Distribute the survey

No matter how good a survey is, without 
respondents, it is useless. To ensure the 
appropriate audience is reached, refer back to 
the original question: what is the aim of the 
survey? This will help identify the audience and 
the best way to reach them. 

The survey needs to be given to enough people 
to make the data meaningful. Ideally, the entire 
target audience should be surveyed, but this is 
impossible. The actual number of people 
surveyed depends on what is practical and what 
the margin of error is. For tips on calculating the 
number of people to survey (samples size), 
please see additional resources.  

A multi-modal approach can help reach more 
respondents e.g. using an online survey but also 
making a paper copy available for those who 
prefer to answer that way.

Language and literacy skills also need to be 
considered. Some respondents may need 
assistance by having someone read the 
questions to them or may require a translation 
service to understand the questions. 

5. Analyse the results

The easiest way to determine if the survey was 
successful is whether or not it answers the 
original question. Demographic data can be used 
to categorise the data and give more detail to the 
results e.g. 50% of people over 65 feel that ….

Tips for Creating Surveys

• Avoid jargon. Anyone reading the survey 
should be able to understand what the 
questions are asking. Technical terms, 
complex wording or jargon may confuse 
respondents. 

• Use language that is appropriate to the target 
audience. This makes the survey relatable 
and easy to respond to. Ensure the wording is 
tailored to respondents. 

• Close the loop. Survey participants may wish 
to know the results of the survey. It is 
important to share the findings and the actions 
taken as a result. 

Additional Resources

Here are some additional resources available to 
help with surveying:

Tips for Writing and Giving Community 
Surveys

Tip Sheet on Question Wording

Writing Survey Questions

Guidelines for Writing Survey Questions

For help calculating a sample size, please see:

How many survey responses do I need to be 
statistically valid?
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http://www.zendergroup.org/docs/survey.pdf
https://psr.iq.harvard.edu/files/psr/files/PSRQuestionnaireTipSheet_0.pdf
https://cirt.gcu.edu/research/developmentresources/research_ready/designing_surveys/writing_questions
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/282250020_Guidelines_for_writing_good_survey_questions
https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/how-many-people-do-i-need-to-take-my-survey/?utm_expid=.w3ggFFP5SXeLd0JMyC_jjw.1&utm_referrer=https://www.google.com/

