
The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly: An Introduction to Survey Design 
 
Target audience: residents, fellows, junior and senior faculty, researchers 
 
Objectives: 

1. Identify when survey methodology is the appropriate way to  answer a research question 
2. Apply a framework for creating a high quality survey 
3. Construct survey questions that minimize bias and error 

 
Proposal (2500 characters with spaces)- 
Surveys are a common and seemingly easy way to collect data, yet often are fraught with bias 
and error, limiting the validity and generalizability of results. In this interactive and practical 
workshop, participants will learn when it is appropriate to use a survey to answer a research 
question, how to develop a methodologically rigorous survey, and how to identify and fix 
common problems in survey questions. First, highlighting how even simple questions can lead 
to inconsistencies, participants will identify and discuss discrepancies from intentionally flawed 
demographic questions.  Next, as a large group we will discuss the significance of a sound 
survey design, including when to choose a survey to answer a research question. With input 
from editors of top pediatric journals, we will review what editors are looking for in survey 
methodology for publication.  Using project examples, participants will discuss common 
mistakes that journal editors encounter with manuscript submissions. We will then introduce 
an overarching framework for developing a survey, including the critical yet often missing steps 
of cognitive pre-testing and piloting. Next, we will discuss a stepwise approach for survey 
question development, including an overview of response formats and scales. Working from 
the Top 5 most common pitfalls in writing survey questions, participants will work in small 
groups to review sample questions, identify bias and error, and gather suggestions for 
improvement. To conclude, we will review the key aspects of survey design, allowing for large 
group reflection on top themes discussed throughout the workshop. Participants in this 
workshop will leave with a toolkit including a Roadmap to Survey Development framework, Top 
5 Common Pitfalls in Survey Questions handout, a question writing strategies handout, and a 
plan for implementing principles learned in the workshop at home institutions.  

 

Brief Description (1000 characters with spaces):  Surveys are a common and seemingly easy way to 
collect data, yet often are fraught with bias and error. In this interactive workshop, participants 
will learn when to use a survey to answer a research question, how to develop a 
methodologically rigorous survey, and how to identify and fix common problems in survey 
questions. With input from editors of top pediatric journals, participants will discuss what 
editors are looking for in survey methodology for publication. Using an overarching framework 



for developing a survey, participants will learn the critical yet often missing steps of cognitive 
pre-testing and piloting. Then working from the Top 5 most common pitfalls in writing survey 
questions, participants will work in small groups to review example questions, identify bias and 
error, and gather suggestions for improvement. Participants will leave with a toolkit including 
handouts on Roadmap to Survey Development, Top 5 Common Survey Pitfalls, and question 
writing strategies.   
 

Timeline: 

Time (total 120 
minutes) 

Topic Area Faculty 
facilitator 

Format/ 
Special 
Equipment 

Objective 

0-5 minutes Introduction of  workshop 
facilitators, review objectives 

 Didactic 
presentation 

 

10-15 minutes Audience “introductions” 
using intentionally flawed 
questions handout 

 Individual 1 page 
handout 

 

15-35 minutes Significance of sound survey 
design  
 
Developing surveys for  
programmatic evaluation 
versus publication 

 Pre-solicited input 
from journal 
editors and 
audience reflection 
on surveys they 
may have 
submitted 

“the hook” 

35-50 minutes Introduction to /framework in 
survey development: 
literature review, develop 
questions, cognitive pre-
testing, piloting, and validity 
evidence 

 Didactic #2 

50-60 minutes Application of survey design 
principles to sample research 
questions with discussion of 
response formats and scales – 
3 main points 

 Think-pair-share: 
Participants to fill 
out first part of the 
framework 
worksheet  

#2 

60-70 minutes Discussion   Large group report 
out 

#2 

80-100 minutes Quality control: Identifying 
errors to survey questions; 
Re-writing to improve 

 Small group work 
with worksheets 

#3 

70-80 minutes Writing good survey 
questions: Top 5 most 
common errors (i.e. double 
barrel questions, use of open 
ended questions, question not 
linked to an objective, etc) 

 Family Feud Video 
to demonstrate that 
even simple 
questions have 
challenges 
 

#3 



Didactic 
100-110 minutes Discussion  Large group report 

out 
#3 

110-120 Session wrap-up and 
Evaluations 

   

 

Toolkit:  

Roadmap to Survey Development framework 

Top 5 Common Pitfalls in Survey Questions handout 

A question writing strategies handout 

List of 5-6 great articles on survey design 


