
Table 9.2 BRUSO Model of Writing Effective Questionnaire Items, Plus Examples

Criterion Poor Effective

B—Brief
“Are you now or have you ever been the possessor of a
firearm?”

“Have you ever owned a gun?”

R—Relevant “What is your sexual orientation?”
Do not include this item unless it is clearly
relevant to the research.

U—Unambiguous “Are you a gun person?” “Do you currently own a gun?”

S—Specific
“How much have you read about the new gun control
measure and sales tax?”

“How much have you read about the new sales
tax?”

O—Objective
“How much do you support the new gun control
measure?”

“What is your view of the new gun control
measure?”

For closed-ended items, it is also important to create an appropriate response scale. For categorical variables,
the categories presented should generally be mutually exclusive and exhaustive. Mutually exclusive categories do
not overlap. For a religion item, for example, the categories of Christian and Catholic are not mutually exclusive
but Protestant and Catholic are. Exhaustive categories cover all possible responses.
Although Protestant and Catholic are mutually exclusive, they are not exhaustive because there are many other
religious categories that a respondent might select: Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, and so on. In many cases, it is not
feasible to include every possible category, in which case an Other category, with a space for the respondent to fill
in a more specific response, is a good solution. If respondents could belong to more than one category (e.g., race),
they should be instructed to choose all categories that apply.

For rating scales, five or seven response options generally allow about as much precision as respondents are
capable of. However, numerical scales with more options can sometimes be appropriate. For dimensions such as
attractiveness, pain, and likelihood, a 0-to-10 scale will be familiar to many respondents and easy for them to use.
Regardless of the number of response options, the most extreme ones should generally be “balanced” around a
neutral or modal midpoint. An example of an unbalanced rating scale measuring perceived likelihood might look
like this:

Unlikely | Somewhat Likely | Likely | Very Likely | Extremely Likely
A balanced version might look like this:
Extremely Unlikely | Somewhat Unlikely | As Likely as Not | Somewhat Likely |Extremely Likely
Note, however, that a middle or neutral response option does not have to be included. Researchers sometimes

choose to leave it out because they want to encourage respondents to think more deeply about their response and not
simply choose the middle option by default. Including middle alternatives on bipolar dimensions is useful to allow
people to genuinely choose an option that is neither.

Formatting the Questionnaire

Writing effective items is only one part of constructing a survey questionnaire. For one thing, every survey
questionnaire should have a written or spoken introduction that serves two basic functions (Peterson, 2000)10. One
is to encourage respondents to participate in the survey. In many types of research, such encouragement is not
necessary either because participants do not know they are in a study (as in naturalistic observation) or because they
are part of a subject pool and have already shown their willingness to participate by signing up and showing up
for the study. Survey research usually catches respondents by surprise when they answer their phone, go to their
mailbox, or check their e-mail—and the researcher must make a good case for why they should agree to participate.

10. Peterson, R. A. (2000). Constructing effective questionnaires. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
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