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[bookmark: _Toc200983411]About this guide
Healthwatch aims to collect experiences of health and social care from a range of people. One way to collect this information is through surveys. This guidance will help you better understand how to develop and use a survey effectively in your work. 
[bookmark: _Toc200983412]What is a survey? 
A survey involves asking people for information through a questionnaire. The questions will generally have a predetermined set of answers for respondents to select, though you can also collect answers as free text.
A survey is a research method used to collect data from a pre-determined group of people. This means you must establish "who the survey is for" before designing it. The data collected from the survey help provide information and insights on various topics of interest to the target group.
Surveys can help you to: 
Collect information when there is limited and insufficient existing data. For example, you can do a national survey to find out if people from all over the country are affected by an issue that some people in your local community have raised. 
Collect the same information from large numbers of people at the same time. This means that each respondent can answer a similar set of questions. It also avoids bias that could influence the research's outcome.
Select respondents for a face-to-face interview later, which can help gather more nuanced information (qualitative data). 
[bookmark: _Toc200983413]While surveys are a valuable research tool, it is essential to understand that they can't track trends in real time or over short periods. This is because surveys collect data at a single point in time, making it difficult to measure changes in the population unless multiple surveys are conducted at different points in time. This would be expensive, time-consuming and impractical.
When and when not to use surveys 
You should use surveys when you want to measure opinions or experiences and anticipate a significant response (at least 100 people). You should use a survey in conjunction with a qualitative methodology to provide weight to a finding. 
For example, in 2024 Healthwatch England used a survey and qualitative interviews to explore barriers to the uptake of cervical screening. The survey provided statistical information on the number of women affected, the barriers they experienced, and whether these could be overcome.  The interviews provided details of women’s experiences.
A survey is less appropriate when talking to a small group. In this situation, you should undertake interviews or a focus group to discover their experiences. A survey might also not be appropriate if you want to gauge the views of people with no or limited English.
For further information on how to work determine the best research method for your topic, see our interactive tool on this page.
Before you start
Agree on the purpose 
Before you write your survey, ensure that you are clear on what you are trying to find out. This will make it easier to design the specific questions and will provide the information you need to answer your overarching research question.
You can use your local knowledge and insights to inform these questions, making them relevant and applicable to your audience. 
See our guidance on research planning for further information.
Tell your audience about the purpose of the survey 
It is good practice to include a short introduction to the survey that clearly explains the aims and what the respondent is required to do. Keep in mind the user's attention span - If the introduction is too long, people are not likely to answer the survey and could skip over vital information.
Comply with data protection legislation 
Whilst the introduction to the survey should be concise, it must include the following key elements to comply with GDPR:
It should summarise the key question areas 
It should highlight whether you are asking for anything that comes under the heading of “special category data”, including health conditions and healthcare, ethnicity, sexuality and religion or belief. 
It should explain how you are going to use the data 
It should contain a link to the privacy statement on your website. 
For example, the introduction to a survey on the accessibility of information provided by your local hospital should start:
Healthwatch [name] believes everyone should be given healthcare information in the way that they need it. We want to understand your experience with hospital [name] in getting the information in the format you need to understand, including the impact it had on you if you didn't get it. 
In addition, we ask you to provide some personal information, including your ethnicity and whether you have any condition that affects your ability to communicate. This helps us understand how different groups are affected by this issue and supports our focus on improving equality, diversity and inclusion. These additional questions are voluntary. 
We’ll analyse the data and write it up in a report, which we’ll publish and share with [hospital name]. This will help us make the case for everyone to understand healthcare information. We won’t share any information that might identify you. 
Find out more about how we handle your information in our privacy statement [insert a link to your privacy statement on your website]. 
You should always include this information, even if you are not asking for people's names and contact details in the survey. This is because it may be possible to identify people from their answers, particularly if your survey includes open-ended questions. 
For further guidance on applying data protection legislation to your work, see our guidance on GDPR.
Consent statements
Ensure that, if you need consent to collect people's personal data or explicit consent to collect their special category data, you word it in compliance with GDPR.
See our guidance on how to word consent for template questions.

[bookmark: _Toc200983415]Question types
Open ended questions
Open-ended questions explore “how”, “why”, “where”, “what” - without providing pre-set answers – the answers are written or spoken in the respondents’ own words. For example, in an online survey, a free-text box would be provided so that the respondent can type in the answer. This provides qualitative data. 
Questions with pre-set answers
These deliver quantitative answers and are generally quicker to analyse, especially with high volumes of respondents. There are two options:
Multiple selection [MS] means the respondent can choose one or more responses from the options available, for example, "Which of the following long term conditions do you have? Tick all that apply.” 
Single selection [SS] means the respondent can select one response from the available options, for example, "Which age range do you belong to?". The responses to single-choice questions could be a list of categories or statements, a scale or a numeric rating.
Which to include?
For surveys, it's generally good practice to use mainly preset questions, as they require less mental effort from respondents and are easier to analyse. Too many questions with open ended answers may result in many people dropping out part way through the survey.  Surveys should therefore only include one or two open-ended questions.
Open-ended questions can provide some valuable depth, especially when there are gaps in your knowledge about the topic, but make sure the question is focussed and clear in its intention. If it’s too broad (example A), can it be broken down into more specific points with some direction (Examples B - D)?
	Example
	Question wording

	A
	Tell about your experience of visiting the medical practice.

	B
	Tell us about your experience of getting a face-to-face appointment to see your GP (for example, getting through on the phone, attitude of reception staff, wait for an appointment etc).

	C
	Tell us about your experience of checking in when you arrived at the medical practice (for example queueing, attitude of staff etc.)

	D
	Tell us about your experience with the GP (for example, how much time you were given, attitude/empathy of the GP, were your concerns addressed)


Screening questions
These appear at the start of the questionnaire.  They ensure that respondents who are not in the target audience are filtered out.  There can be one or several, depending on the level of selection criteria:
	For example, you are conducting a survey of people aged 65 and over who frequently visit their GP. Appropriate screening questions could be:

	1. Are you?
· Under 65 [close survey]
· 65 and over [Continue]
2.  How many times did you visit your GP in the last year?
· Not at all [close survey]
· 1 – 2 times [close survey]
· 3 – 4 times [close survey]
· 5 – 6 times [close survey]
· More than six times [continue]
· Don’t know [close survey]



[bookmark: _Toc200983416]The importance of careful question wording 
Question design can make or break a project. It's the difference between delivering valuable and actionable insight that is fair, unbiased and accurate versus insight that is misleading, biased and gives the wrong recommendations entirely. 
Avoiding bias
Bias is your enemy, and it's very easy to introduce it inadvertently into a survey. Biased questions or response options can influence the respondent's answer, leading to a false/inaccurate response. 
To minimise bias, think about these factors when writing your survey questions: 
Avoid absolute questions
 The absolute question usually has only a "yes" or "no" answer.  These questions usually start “Do you…/Have you…/are you…”
It also commonly includes words such as "all", "always", "ever", and "every". These questions can back respondents into a corner and make them uncomfortable - especially if their answers could be judged negatively. 
For example, “Do you use hand sanitiser every time you enter the practice?” “Yes/no”.... would be better phrased "How often do you use hand sanitiser when you enter the practice?" – "always", "mostly", "occasionally", "never". 
The only place where it is OK to use an absolute question is in a screening question.
Are the questions appropriate to the audience?
Think about the target audience. For example, questions on sexual health or habits will be inappropriate for respondents under a certain age. 
Use clear, unambiguous language
Can a term used in a question mean different things to different respondents or be open to interpretation? Consider adding further information to a question to ensure clarity.
Avoid double barrelled/compound questions
Often, questions are written in a way that tries to capture two different elements. An example of a compound question would be, "How satisfied were you with the attitude of the doctors and admin staff?" Doctors may have had a terrible attitude, but the opposite might be true of admin staff. 
Keep your questions as concise as possible
 Is there a more straightforward way to ask the question using fewer words or simpler words (avoid sounding officious)?
Consider whether all your questions are reasonable
Respondents shouldn't have to do mental gymnastics or trawl through their memory banks to come up with an answer. 
Some questions can seem different at first glance, but they address the same underlying theme. Don't ask three questions where one will do.
Can a patient be asked what the medical staff thought about something, about decisions they had no part in, or about something they haven't experienced? For example, "How does your medical practice compare to other practices in the area?" or "What does your GP think about….?"
Avoid loaded questions
This means making assumptions about the respondent. For example, “what is your favourite alcoholic drink?" assumes the person drinks alcohol. This would only be ok if you had established that fact in the sample or a previous question. 
It's tempting to add a response option to address this. For example, " I don't drink alcohol", but that is not what you asked and asking this question couldn't potentially offend someone who belongs to a religion that doesn't drink alcohol. 
Don’t use leading questions
A leading question leads respondents to give the "correct" answer or "preferred" answer. You can do this unintentionally when using a survey to try and back up a hypothesis or pre-conceived conclusion. For example, your question, "how disappointed were you when…", assumes the person is disappointed and steers their thinking toward a negative scale.
[bookmark: _Toc200983417]Answer options
Scales
Scales are used for questions with pre-set answers, where you have a good idea what the key responses will be. They should be balanced and include a neutral option, but one-sided scales can be valid in certain circumstances.
	Scales

	Strongly agree/ strongly disagree
	Definitely / definitely not

	Below expectation / exceed expectation
	Very easy / very difficult

	Better/ worse
	Fast / slow

	Caring / uncaring
	Helpful / unhelpful

	Clear/ unclear
	Not effective / totally effective

	High value/ low value
	Positive / negative

	Not relevant/ relevant
	Useful / not useful



One way to avoid a wide range of scales - which can be challenging for respondents and more time-consuming to complete - is to use a bank of statements covering different measures, but with a level-of-agreement scale. 
For example:
To what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?
	
	Agree completely
	Agree slightly
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree slightly
	Disagree completely
	Unsure or don't know

	My experience visiting my GP surgery was better than last time
	
	
	
	
	
	

	The blood pressure monitor was easy to use
	
	
	
	
	
	

	The GP provided me with enough information to make an informed decision
	
	
	
	
	
	



Using Likert scales
A Likert scale consists of a range of pre-defined ratings that range between opposite ends of a scale, for example, "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree" - and they should contain a mid-point, for example ", neither agree nor disagree". The scale is usually five, seven or nine points. Likert scales usually accompany statements. 
	For example:

	“Please state the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statement:
The GP listened to me when I told them about how my condition affects my day to day life
· Agree strongly
· Agree somewhat
· Neither agree nor disagree
· Disagree somewhat
· Disagree strongly”



You can use Likert scales to measure experiences or opinions, where the options range from one extreme to the other.  They can be bipolar – balanced and include a neutral option, or unipolar, which are one-sided and relate to the absence or presence of a measure:
Unipolar (absence or presence)	
Do not agree at all…. Completely agree
No better… a lot better
Not at all likely … very likely
Not at all easy …. Very easy
Not at all helpful … very helpful
Bipolar (neutral midpoint)
Strongly disagree… strongly agree
A lot worse …. A lot better
Very unlikely… Very likely
Very difficult … very easy
Very unhelpful … very helpful
One way to avoid a wide range of scales, which can be challenging for respondents and more time-consuming to complete, is to use a bank of statements covering different measures – using a level-of-agreement scale.
This carries a risk: people tend to agree rather than disagree because human nature leads us to comply.  This is called acquiescence response bias.  So you should consider the benefits of asking about the level of agreement with a bank of statements for this risk.  To avoid simply agreeing to everything, you can put statements in the mix that are more likely to elicit a disagree response.
For example, a bank of statements could look like this.  People are more likely to disagree with the first two statements, but agree with the third one.

	To what level do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
	Disagree completely
	Disagree slightly
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Agree slightly
	Agree completely
	Don’t know

	It’s always easy to book a GP appointment whenever I need one
	
	
	
	
	
	

	I prefer to talk to my GP over the phone rather than in person at the surgery
	
	
	
	
	
	

	The GP provided me with the right amount of information to make an informed decision
	
	
	
	
	
	



Ensure that your answers are mutually exclusive
This means that the scope of each response should not overlap with another response (e.g., 1-2 weeks, 2-3 weeks, 3-4 weeks etc.)  A scale where the answers overlap (e.g. 1 – 2 weeks, 2 – 3 weeks etc) can confuse respondents and make your results unreliable.
Ensure that your answer options are exhaustive
The response options should cover all (or the most frequent) reasonable responses. A respondent shouldn't be left frustrated because none of the provided responses allows them to give their answer, which can lead to dropping out.
If you want to limit the number of responses on the questionnaire or try and capture some you may have missed in the design, you could include an “other – please specify” box.  However that means more qualitative data to read and code.
Other options could include "none of the above” or “not applicable" options.   
It's good practice to include a "prefer not to say" option so respondents don't feel they have to disclose sensitive information about themselves.
Only contain one measure within the response option
Just as you wouldn’t ask a question about two topics, don’t include two topics as an answer option.  You won’t know to which part the person is responding.  
For example, the answer statement “I was happy with the care I received and there was no room for improvement” contains two measures: happiness with care and room for improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc200983418]Skip logic/ routing
Skip logic is used to direct a respondent along the relevant route through the survey, depending on their answers, or even to drop out of the survey at a certain stage because the remainder of the survey is not for them (e.g., not part of the target audience)
Using skip logic can help ensure respondents aren't asked irrelevant questions, and it's something to consider when designing questions and answers.
Different survey software may handle skip logic or routing differently. For example, Smart Survey only allows you to skip a page, not a question, so you have to use multiple page breaks to achieve the routing you want.
For example:
	Question
	Skip logic

	Q1.  Have you had a cervical screening appointment in the last five years?
	a) Yes, I have [skip to Q2]
b) No, I haven’t [skip to Q3]
c) Don’t know/ can’t recall [skip to Q4]

	Q2. You previously said that you have had a cervical screening appointment in the last five years.  Which, if any, of the following BEST describes your reason(s) for this? (Tick all that apply)
	skip to Q4 – Q3 is not relevant

	Q3. You previously said that you haven’t had a cervical screening appointment in the last five years. Which, if any, of the following BEST describes your reason(s) for this? (Tick all that apply)
	skip logic not needed here

	Q4. Please state the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements:…
	this question is for everyone



[bookmark: _Toc200983419]Other things to think about 
Keep it short
Only ask a limited number of questions across a few pages - the longer your survey is, the less likely people are to complete it. Limiting the number of questions also ensures that your respondents remain engaged throughout the survey. 
Ensure each question counts
You should carefully consider the purpose of each question and how it will contribute to actionable insights. You shouldn't include questions without a specific purpose. It can be tempting to throw in a few extra questions to squeeze the maximum value out of a project – but this can result in a questionnaire that is too broad in scope and too time-consuming for respondents, impacting the quality of answers and the response rate. 
Collect demographic data and use it to analyse survey results
It's crucial to consider which other characteristics about a person, their life, health, or environment can impact the topic you are exploring. Indeed, it's essential to include at least basic demographics, i.e. age, gender and ethnicity, to understand the experience of different groups.  There is no point collecting demographic data without analysing it.  
See our guidance on collecting and using demographic data for further information.
You may also find our e-learning on Excel helpful to understand how to analyse results by demographic data.
Ensure that your questions are in a logical order
You should avoid jumping from one topic to another where possible. Instead, ask related questions together in sections. Also, avoid moving forward and backwards in time frames. For example, if asking about a patient's experience of entering a medical setting and receiving treatment, the questions should follow the order in which the experiences unfolded during the patient's journey. 
Keep mandatory questions to a minimum
Keep mandatory questions, where respondents have to answer a question, to an absolute minimum.  They can lead people to drop out of the survey, particularly if answer options aren't exhaustive.
Pilot your survey
Where possible, test questions with the target group before the survey goes live. Often, questions can make sense to you but not to others. This can help you identify and correct any language, responses and length issues. 
If you cannot test it with your target group, you could ask your colleagues or another organisation to test it and provide feedback.
Useful additional resources
Data analysis
To analyse the quantitative data from your survey, see our guidance on the topic and e-learning on how to use Excel to analyse quantitative data.
To analyse qualitative data from free text answers, see our guidance on analysing qualitative data.
Question bank
We’ve developed a document that pulls together useful questions which you can use in your surveys.  This includes standard demographic questions and other questions.
You can find the question bank document on the landing page for this guidance.
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