
Constructing Survey Questionnaires

Learning Objectives

1. Describe the cognitive processes involved in responding to a survey item.
2. Explain what a context effect is and give some examples.
3. Create a simple survey questionnaire based on principles of effective item writing and
organization.

The heart of any survey research project is the survey questionnaire itself. Although it is easy to think of interesting
questions to ask people, constructing a good survey questionnaire is not easy at all. The problem is that the answers
people give can be influenced in unintended ways by the wording of the items, the order of the items, the response
options provided, and many other factors. At best, these influences add noise to the data. At worst, they result in
systematic biases and misleading results. In this section, therefore, we consider some principles for constructing
survey questionnaires to minimize these unintended effects and thereby maximize the reliability and validity of
respondents’ answers.

Survey Responding as a Psychological Process

Before looking at specific principles of survey questionnaire construction, it will help to consider survey responding
as a psychological process.

A Cognitive Model

Figure 9.1 presents a model of the cognitive processes that people engage in when responding to a survey item
(Sudman, Bradburn, & Schwarz, 1996)1. Respondents must interpret the question, retrieve relevant information
from memory, form a tentative judgment, convert the tentative judgment into one of the response options provided
(e.g., a rating on a 1-to-7 scale), and finally edit their response as necessary.

Figure 9.1 Model of the Cognitive Processes Involved in Responding to a Survey Item

Consider, for example, the following questionnaire item:

1. Sudman, S., Bradburn, N. M., & Schwarz, N. (1996). Thinking about answers: The application of cognitive processes to survey methodology. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
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