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Ruth Stevenson 

Size isn’t everything  
Designing a questionnaire 

Many arts organisations utilise research and evaluation to enable them to make evidence-
based decisions, and this often includes the use of audience or member surveys, or feedback 
forms, to gather information. 

I have observed that people often find it tempting to throw in more and more questions as 
they come to mind or as their colleagues ask them to.  And what’s the harm?  While you 
have someone’s attention, is it not a good idea to get as much data out of them as possible? 

The Market Research Society Code of Conduct (MRS) states that: 

B.14: Members must take reasonable steps to ensure that personal data collected 
are relevant and not excessive 

What the MRS is trying to say here is that when you are writing a questionnaire you 
shouldn’t ask for demographic details that you don’t really need or won’t actually use.  In 
my opinion it is right to take this a stage further and apply it to all questions in a 
questionnaire.  Don’t include any questions that you don’t really need or won’t actually use.  
Sometimes this means your questionnaire needs to be five questions long, and sometimes it 
needs to be 50 questions long.  But my philosophy of questionnaire design is that it should 
be as short as you can reasonably make it.   

Any fool can write a rambling questionnaire that covers every possible element of a subject, 
but condensing this into a shorter, more focused (and consequently more ethical) 
questionnaire is where the skill lies.  As various famous dead people have been attributed 
with saying ‘Please forgive me for writing such a long letter, I didn’t have time to write a 
short one.’  My point is that size isn’t everything when it comes to questionnaires and 
sometimes short but sweet is the better tool for the job.   

Quantitative projects are designed to collect statistics, and are usually about breadth 
(surveying more people in order to get more robust statistics) rather than depth (asking a 
few people a lot of questions).  The value is in asking the right questions to a pre-
determined population and looking for patterns in their answers. 

I used to manage an omnibus survey, which is a representative population survey that runs 
on a frequent basis and clients buy space on in for their questions.  Writing for an omnibus 
survey demands very focused questionnaire design skills and you usually end up preparing 
questionnaires with a handful of questions in each.  Why?  Because the client pays ‘by the 
question’ so they want to keep it short!  Doing this job means I have seen the results from 
many very short questionnaires.  Consequently, I know that genuinely useful business 
decisions can be (and are) made based on one or two very well thought out questions. 
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Imagine if you were running an advert on the TV about your new production, and you 
wanted to know what proportion of the population had seen it.  Well, you could use one 
question to find that out.  Get yourself a representative sample of 1,000 people, show them 
the advert, and ask “Have you seen that advert before?”  Now you know that 50% of the 
population have seen your advert.  You can decide whether that is good enough, and what 
your marketing department should do next.  One question; job done. 

Alternatively you could ask that same question alongside a whole host of demographic 
questions.  To the respondent this looks like a really short questionnaire but the researcher 
can get a huge amount of depth from the findings by cross-tabulating everything against 
each other.  Yes, you might have only asked one question about whether you have seen an 
advert about a production, but you can use the data to conclude that your advert is doing a 
better job of reaching (say) women, 25-34 year olds and people in London.   Then you can 
compare that to your target market and use that to plan your next campaign and track its 
success. 

What I’m saying is it isn’t about how much you ask, but rather it is about asking the right 
questions to the right people and undertaking the right analysis.  In situations such as these 
you could ask more questions but often there is no need.  And if there is no need, it is 
ethically more appropriate not to. 

Keeping the questionnaire as short as possible benefits the respondent because it means 
you are not wasting their time, or harvesting their innermost personal thoughts for no good 
reason.  A shorter questionnaire takes less time to fill in, which tends to result in better 
respondent engagement and better completion rates than you might have got from a longer 
one.  Usually, these outcomes are seen as being a good thing by researcher and respondent 
alike. 
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