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Customer surveys are windows into the rigor of the rest of your organization - anonymous

DESIGNING ACTIONABLE CONSUMER/OTHER CUSTOMER SURVEYS
When to Use Surveys?

How Do We Get the Right Information from a Survey?

   
 Where to Begin – What Do We Want to Learn?


Developing Actionable Surveys

Avoiding the Pitfalls 


Mistakes to Avoid in Wording Questions

Question Formats

Advantages and Disadvantages of Question Formats

Scales

How Many Open-Ended Questions Are Too Many? 

Question Order

Three Questions Every Survey Must Contain
Demographics – A Must Have for Any Survey
Survey Instructions and Welcome Message

Choosing a Survey Administration Method

Determining a Time Frame for Surveying a Consumer/ Customer Group

Pilot Testing the Survey
Final Tips to Maximize Survey Response Rate
In this session, we will discuss some of the key processes, steps to successful survey design and provide your organization with the tools and tips needed to create its own surveys. 

When to Use Surveys?

Surveys are most often used:

· When possible responses to questions are known and need only be quantified, such as after an initial set of interviews or focus groups has identified key issues or quality attributes (what is important to the consumer/other customer group) 

· When collecting data from a large group 
· When a low response rate can be tolerated

· When resources (money, people) for collecting data are limited

How Do We Get the Right Information from a Survey?

WHERE TO BEGIN - WHAT DO WE WANT TO LEARN?
First, develop a list of attributes or quality domains important to your consumers/other customers. What are the needs, preferences, desires, expectations, requirements, etc. of a particular customer group? What are the processes or services received by a consumer group? What are vital quality attributes or domains that attach to a service delivery process?
Some Quality Attribute/Domain Examples
· Accessibility
· Availability

· Responsiveness

· Timeliness
· Helpfulness
· Cultural sensitivity
· Courtesy/respectfulness

· Safety/security
· Cleanliness
What are quality attributes for your organization or service delivery programs?
TIP: Have managers/supervisors conduct a brainstorming(s) with stakeholders –consumers, staff, etc. – of what quality/service attributes are important and are associated with high quality or a positive service experience. This list will serve as a valuable foundation for question wording.

TIP: For consumer surveys first map out how the consumer moves through the organization’s service delivery system. Develop a few questions for each service process the consumer receives.  Such processes may be based on the organization’s service delivery structure (e.g., referral in, intake, assessment, service planning, discharge, referral out, aftercare, etc.) or services provided (e.g., case management, service plan development, counseling, crisis management, referrals, groups, individual sessions, training, transportation, discharge planning, etc.)  Again ask the process owners, consumers and the staff at the point of the service what quality domains or attributes are important.  
DEVELOPING ACTIONABLE SURVEYS
Once your organization determines what needs to be learned, the next step involves developing the actual questions.  This step is perhaps the most labor-intensive and crucial to ending up with useful, actionable data.  There are many different ways that this can be done: 

· Create your own survey 

· Outsource to a consultant, survey expert, and/or statistician 

· Use an existing survey discovered from Internet research
, from another similar human services organization (very valuable if your organization wishes to benchmark its results with another provider), or from customer research books/ periodicals, and customize it to the needs of your consumers/customers 

· Purchase a customized designed survey from a customer research organization (the most expensive option, but for a network or federation where the cost can be shared among member organizations this may be feasible) 
If your organization wants to create its own survey, the following steps will provide you with some useful information on how to proceed.  Please remember the steps presented are generic for all types of human service organizations that choose to create their own survey(s).  It will be up to your organization to customize the questions, demographics and any other data elements on the survey based on the information that your organization is seeking to learn.  

AVOIDING THE PITFALLS 

Defining and writing the questions is perhaps one of the more crucial and sensitive tasks.  The drafting of questions may involve several re-writes to ensure that the language is clear, concise, and non-ambiguous.  

KISS - Keep it short and simple. If you present a 20-page survey, most potential consumers/customers will give up in horror before even starting.  Your organization should ask itself what it will do with the information from each question.  If the organization cannot give a satisfactory answer, leave it out.  Avoid the temptation to add a few more questions just because you are doing a survey anyway. 

TIP: Again, ask the stakeholders – consumers, staff, other end-users of the survey data, etc. – what questions are most vital. If necessary, ask the stakeholders to place draft questions into three groups: must know, useful to know and nice to know.  Tally the results. Discard the last group, unless the previous two groups are very short. 
MISTAKES TO AVOID IN WORDING QUESTIONS
THE “DOUBLED-BARRELED” QUESTION

A common mistake on many surveys is that the questions are “double-barreled,” meaning that the question asks for more than one thing, forcing the consumer/customer to average his/her response. For example:
Are counselors easy to reach and helpful in providing services?

Using both easy to reach and helpful in the same question could confuse the consumer/ customer.  They could believe that the counselors are easy to reach but are not helpful or vice versa.  Only include one thought per question.

TIP: Allow a “Don't Know” or “Not Applicable” or “Not Sure” response to all questions, except to those in which you are certain that all respondents will have a clear answer.  In most cases, these are wasted answers as far as the end users of the data are concerned, but are necessary to avoid frustrated respondents.  Sometimes “Don't Know” or “Not Applicable” or “Not Sure” will really represent some respondents’ most honest answers to some of the questions.  Consumers/other customers who feel they are being coerced into giving an answer they do not want to give often do not complete a survey. 

TIP: If consumers receive multiple services, consider setting up a grid question listing all the services and asking them to rate their perception/experience with each service. Remember to include a “Not Applicable” or “Did Not Receive” response on the grid’s scale. 

THE LEADING QUESTION

Do you agree that counseling helps you maintain productivity at work?

Try not to lead the customer with words like “do you agree…” or “wouldn’t you say…”

TIP: Survey designers often make the common mistake of creating leading questions that are biased towards a certain answer.  Removing bias from the survey is the only way to ensure that results are measuring what was intended.  For example, if you wish to know the satisfaction/dissatisfaction level, word the question in this way: “How satisfied/dissatisfied were you with the services that you received from ABC Services?”
THE AMBIGUOUS QUESTION

How often do you see your counselor? 
 (Regularly ( Occasionally ( Sometimes (Never

Rather than using regularly, occasionally, sometimes and never, more useful data could be obtained by using: at least once a week, every one to two weeks, every two to three weeks, more than every three weeks, or never. Remember to avoid using language that is vague on the surveys as it may affect your response numbers, the accuracy of the data, and your ability to analyze the data.

QUESTION FORMATS

There are three primary formats for questions: 
OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS

Type: Unstructured 

Description: Question that respondents can answer in an unlimited number of ways 

Examples: How could services be improved at ABC organization? What do you like the least while at our program? What do you like the most? How have services helped you? How can ABC Services improve its services?

CLOSED-ENDED QUESTIONS

Type: Dichotomous 

Description: Question offering two choices, often referred to as event centered. 

Example: Did you receive a summary of your rights and responsibilities? 

(Yes ( No

Type: Multiple Choices
Description: Question offering three or more choices 

Example: Which day of the week is most convenient for ABC Services’ new support group? 

(Monday  (Tuesday  (Wednesday  (Thursday  (Friday

Type: Scale 

Description: Statement with which consumer/customer responds with a level of agreement/disagreement or satisfaction/dissatisfaction

Example: The staff at ABC organization helped me solve my problems. 

(Strongly agree (Agree (Neither agree nor disagree (Disagree (Strongly disagree 

Name: Rank order 

Description: Consumer/customer is asked to rank each option that applies. This allows the organization to obtain information on relative preferences, importance, etc. 

TIP: Long lists should be avoided (respondents generally find it difficult to rank more than 5 items). 

Example: Please indicate, in rank order, your preferred training sessions for next year, putting 1 next to your favorite and 5 for your least favorite. 

__ techniques to become more organized

__ creating a stress-free work environment

__ learning how to create work/life balance

__ learning how to work more effectively with co-workers

__ creating error-free documents

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF QUESTION FORMATS

Advantages of Closed-Ended Questions 

· Quick to answer 

· Easy to code 

· No difference between articulate and inarticulate respondents 

 Disadvantages of Closed-Ended Questions

· Can draw misleading conclusions because of limited range of options 
· Interviewer cannot deal with qualifications to responses (e.g. "Yes, but….." or "It depends") where only Yes/No are given as options
 Advantages of Open-Ended Questions 

·     Greater freedom of expression 

·     No bias due to limited response ranges 

·     Respondent can qualify their answers 

 Disadvantages of Open-Ended Questions 

·  Time consuming to code (both data entry and analysis)
·  Interviewer may misinterpret (and therefore misclassify) a response

SCALES
Common types of rating scales include: 

Excellence Rating Scale
	How would you rate the following services?
	(Excellent
	(Good
	(Fair
	(Poor


Agreement Scale
	
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neither Agree or Disagree
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	The staff at the program treat me with respect and courtesy.
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(


Satisfaction/ Dissatisfaction Rating Scale
	
	Very Satisfied
	Satisfied
	Neutral
	Dissatisfied
	Very Dissatisfied

	How satisfied/ dissatisfied are you with the services you received from ABC Services?
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(


Performance Relative to Expectations Rating Scales
	
	Much better than expected
	Somewhat better than expected
	About as expected
	Somewhat worse than expected
	Much worse than expected

	Compared to what you expected, how were the services provided by ABC Services?
	(
	(
	(
	(
	(


TIP: Try to stick with one scaling method throughout the survey.

TIP:  Make sure the scale is aligned with the wording of a question. 

TIP: Determining how many rating or scale values to a continuum (e.g., "If '5' means very good and '1' means very poor how would you rate this service?") is a particular challenge. Customer satisfaction researchers/professionals are very divided on this issue. Many surveys use a ten-point scale, but there is considerable evidence to suggest that anything over a five point scale is irrelevant. This depends partially on education. Among university graduates a ten point scale will work well. Among people with less than a high school education five points is sufficient. 

HOW MANY OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS ARE TOO MANY?
Open-ended questions can provide valuable information to end-users. Open-ended questions can help in developing scaled questions and adding new/additional scaled questions to an existing survey.  The entry and analysis of data from open-ended questions is more time consuming. Statistical software packages (SPSS, SAS, etc.) can expedite this task. 
TIP: Like many things in life, surveys must be balanced. A strong survey will include one or two open-ended questions at least.
QUESTION ORDER

Begin your survey with questions that are easy and comfortable to respond to.  Establish a rapport with your consumer/customer before getting into more difficult questions.  Because demographic information can be personal in nature, it is best to put demographic questions (age, gender, income, education, etc.) at the end of the survey. By then the interviewer should have built a rapport with the interviewee that will allow honest responses to such personal questions. Mail and Internet surveys should do the same, although the rapport must be built by good question design, rather than personality.  

Three Questions Every Survey Must Contain
Customer satisfaction researchers/professionals have established strong reliability for the following three overall or global satisfaction questions: 
1. Overall, how satisfied/dissatisfied are you with services/care/service experience at ABC Services?

2. If you were to need services/care again, would you return to ABC Services?

3. Would you recommend ABC Services to family members/friends/colleagues/ community members?

TIP: Overall or global satisfaction questions can allow for internal and external benchmarking. Though it is not always possible or appropriate to use all three of the above questions on a survey, try to include at least two. Question #1 is always a must for any survey about perception/satisfaction. 
TIP: Place overall satisfaction questions at the front of the survey.

TIP: You may want to leave a space for the consumer/other customer to add their name and other information such as their phone number. Some people will put in their names, making it possible for you to contact them for clarification or follow-up questions. Indicate that filling in their name is optional. If the questions are sensitive in nature, do not provide a space for a name. Some people would become suspicious and not complete the survey. 

DEMOGRAPHICS - A MUST HAVE FOR ANY SURVEY
The purpose of demographic questions is to help an organization better understand the needs of the consumer/customer population that they are serving.  So for example, if you ask a customer, "Are you satisfied with the financial counseling you have received?" and 80% say "yes" and 20% say "no," breaking this question down by demographics might reveal that the 20% who are not satisfied are all male or are all under 25 years old or are all part of a specific ethnic group.  
This, in turn, will help your organization better customize its services to meet the needs/ preferences of the populations you are serving.  By obtaining demographic information on the survey, you can also find out whether the demographics of the survey respondents match the demographics of your consumer/other customer population and, thus, whether you have a valid response group.
Some frequently used examples of demographics are:

· Gender

· Age 

· Ethnicity
What would be important demographics for your organization’s surveys?

SURVEY INSTRUCTIONS AND A WELCOME MESSAGE 

Once the questions are drafted, your organization will want to go back and write out the instructions for completing the survey.  When writing instructions, consider: 

· Providing an explanation of the survey and why your organization is providing it to the consumer/customer.
· Addressing any issues of confidentiality and/or anonymity.
· Indicating how the questions are to be answered.
· If applicable, telling the consumer/customer how, by when and to whom to return the survey.

TIP: Always place a title on the organization’s survey, e.g., Exit Survey, Consumer Satisfaction Survey, Referral Source Perception Survey, or Opinion Survey about ABC Services. Do not forget to place the organization/program name on the survey.
TIP: Include a cover letter with all mail surveys. A good cover letter or invitation to take a mailed or Web page survey will increase the response rate. A bad one, or none at all, will reduce the response rate.

TIP: Always include a short introduction – who you are and why you are doing the survey. A good introduction or a welcome message will encourage consumers/ customers to complete the survey. Examples include, but are not limited to:

· We are interested in your experience with our___________program. In order to help us improve services, please take a few minutes to answer the following questions.

· As one of our valued customers, we are seeking your perceptions on how we are doing.
TIP: Include a signature of the organization’s leader/president/program director at the end of the welcome message.
TIP: Reassure your consumers/other customer group that his or her responses will not be revealed, but only be combined with many others to learn about overall perception/experience. 
CHOOSING A SURVEY ADMINISTRATION METHOD

How will your organization administer the consumer/customer survey? Surveys can be administered using the mail, telephone, computer, and/or the Internet. 

Mail Surveys 
Advantages 

· Mail surveys are among the least expensive. 

· This is the only kind of survey you can do if you have the names and addresses of the target population, but not their telephone numbers. 

· The survey can include pictures - something that is not possible over the phone. 

· Mail surveys allow the respondent to answer at their leisure, rather than at the often inconvenient moment they are contacted for a phone or personal interview. For this reason, they are not considered as intrusive. 

Disadvantages 

· Time!  Mail surveys take longer. You will need to wait several weeks after mailing out surveys before you can be sure that you have gotten most of the responses. 

· In populations of lower educational and literacy levels, response rates to mail surveys are often too small to be useful. This, in effect, eliminates “New American” populations, e.g., immigrants or refugees that form substantial populations for many organizations. Even in well-educated populations, response rates vary from as low as 3% up to 90%. 

	Speed  
	Web-based surveys are the fastest methods, followed by telephone interviewing. 

	Cost
	Personal interviews are the most expensive, followed by telephone and then mail. Web-based surveys are the least expensive for large samples or populations.


TIP: Mail surveys have a poor response rate. If a mailed survey is being used, follow-up calls or reminder post-cards have been proven to be effective aids in increasing response rates.

TIP: Surveys for very young children are best administered in person by a person who does not directly provide the services to the young consumer. Surveys for cognitively challenged individuals are also best administered by an interviewer or with a user-friendly scale such as smiling and frowning faces.

Web-based or Telephonic Surveys
Advantages 

· Cost can be minimal. Once an electronic data collection system is developed/purchased, cost of surveying additional respondents is much lower. 
· Web-hosted survey vendors come in all price ranges.
· Simpler logistics - Web-based surveys can be virtually paperless, making them easier in some ways to manage. There are no surveys to print; no handling of letters, labels, envelopes, or postage.
· Time required for implementation of a survey can be reduced. 
· Speed - Display of response data can be simultaneous with completion of surveys. Often, data from Web-based surveys are available in real time in graphic and numerical format. 
· No need for data entry and minimal need for data cleaning – Web-based surveys can be easily programmed to prevent invalid responses. Moreover, the responses are automatically copied to a database, so the need for separate data entry is eliminated and the need for data cleaning is greatly reduced. 
· Simplifies compilation and analysis of the data collected. Data from web-based surveys can be easily imported into data analysis programs.

· Reminders and follow-up on non-respondents are relatively easy. 
· Potential for faster data collection. While not always the case, Web-based surveys can facilitate shorter data collection periods. Web-based surveys involving E-mail notification and follow-up correspondence are received immediately after being sent, so the time interval between survey administration steps often is reduced. 
· Anonymity of respondents results in more honest answers to sensitive topics.
· On the average, respondents using web-based or telephonic surveys provide more detail to open-ended questions. 
· Telephonic surveys have several advantages. They allow for follow-up questions to clarify responses and explore the reasoning behind an answer. They also allow a survey of persons who are not literate or who speak a language that is not common or is not written.

Disadvantages 

· Not everyone is connected, so this survey method will not work with all populations. 
· Even if connected, not all potential respondents are equally computer literate.
· The decision not to respond is likely to be made more quickly. 
·  Screen configurations may appear significantly different from one respondent to another, depending on settings of individual computers.  
TIP: Keep the questionnaires short. Simplify the questions even more so than in paper surveys. Think of the survey as an outline version of a conversation. There should be a natural flow, with transitions between one thought and the next.

TIP: Shorten the length of invitation and reminder messages.
TIP: Pilot test each survey with customers and end-users of the survey results.

TIP: One can use any Internet search engine and locate a plethora of Web-based survey tools, their features, and costs by using the search words "Internet Surveys."
Personal Interviews 

An interview is called personal when an interviewer asks the consumer/customer questions face-to-face. Personal interviews can take place in the home, at the program/ service delivery site, in the community, etc. 

Advantages 

· The ability to obtain in-depth information by asking second- and third-level questions. 

· Longer interviews are sometimes tolerated, particularly with in-home interviews that have been arranged in advance. Consumers/other customer groups may be willing to talk longer face-to-face than to someone on the phone. 

Disadvantages 

· Personal interviews usually cost more per interview than other methods. This is particularly true of in-home interviews, where travel time and expense are major factors. 

DETERMINING TIMEFRAMES FOR SURVEYING A CONSUMER/CUSTOMER GROUP

Now the next question is “When?”  When should your organization measure and how often?  And in what timeframe(s) should your organization collect information?  Again, there is no one right answer to this question.  It will likely vary based on a number of different factors, including the consumer/customer population for whom you would like to obtain data, the data you are looking for, and the survey instrument to be used.   The goal is to determine what will provide your organization with an adequate rate of returned surveys to support meaningful, valid conclusions. 
Most organizations that use a survey administer it at regularly defined intervals, such as every six months or annually.  The first time the survey is administered, the organization obtains baseline data.  After that, the organization uses the results from subsequent measurement periods to observe whether the improvement actions the organization initiated have produced positive results or not.  The benefit to this model of administration is that data can be obtained from a large sample quickly and efficiently, and can be compared easily to past results.  Several drawbacks include the fact that data can be skewed to negative experiences and customers’ recall of their experiences can be less accurate as time passes.
Some organizations obtain customer satisfaction information immediately after a service was rendered or completed, or at the end of several sessions.  The benefit to this model, is that the experience is current and easily recalled by the customer.  Often times the consumer/customer is readily available and can be more easily encouraged to complete the survey. 
Some organizations also employ a pre-test/post-test model where an organization obtains satisfaction data from the same customer or set of customers at different points in time.  Consumer/customer anonymity may be compromised with this type of model but the process allows an organization to see whether discrete improvements are occurring in satisfaction for specific customers and within a defined period of time.

TIP: Administer while the consumers are still physically present at the service location. This method has the highest likelihood of a high return rate. For example, if a program desires feedback on its intake process, it can ask applicants to fill out a short survey at the end of the intake process.

TIP: Use a telephone interview. Such surveys are appropriate when the population is relatively small; the evaluation involves a short, discrete time period; or when the purpose of the survey is to gather information about specific aspects of a program or service delivery operation.

PILOT TESTING THE SURVEY
One of the best ways to make sure that the survey is meeting your organization’s learning objectives is to pilot test it prior to implementation.  When you pilot test, you can find out how long it takes consumers/customers to complete the survey, whether there are any ambiguous/confusing/unclear questions, whether the instructions are clear, and whether the questions provide reliable and accurate data to the end-users. 

A focus group of consumers/customers is one way to obtain valuable information, especially if questions are clearly and neutrally worded.  In addition to a focus group or along with a focus group, administer the survey to a small group of consumers/customers and collect feedback.  

TIP: Also as part of the pilot, remember to let organizational stakeholder groups (staff, supervisors, managers, etc.) review the survey. Review the changes recommended by stakeholder groups and make changes/improvements to the survey.

Questions to ask via piloting of the survey include:
· Which questions are confusing?

· Which questions are redundant?

· Were answer choices clear? Were they interpreted as you intended?

· Did pilot respondents want to give feedback about topics that were not included? (Open-ended questions can be an indicator of this.)

· On average, how long did it take for the consumer/customer to complete survey?

TIP: Also test tabulating and analyzing the results. Is it easy? Do you have all the data you need?

FINAL TIPS TO MAXIMIZE SURVEY RESPONSE RATES
Here are final TIPS to make your organization’s surveys and measurement of consumer/other customer group satisfaction successful:
1. Make it as easy as possible for a consumer/customer to respond to a survey.  

2. Keep the survey short – one page is ideal. 
3. Keep the language clear and simple. Avoid technical jargon or colloquialisms.

4. Avoid double negatives. These can be confusing to the consumer/customer and can potentially confound the results.

5. Consider cognitive, literacy and language levels and cultural archetypes of the consumers/other customers in designing the survey. Another important consideration is whether the survey should be provided in the primary/preferred language of the consumer/other customer group.

6. Make sure to include demographic information on your survey and make sure it is relevant to the population being surveyed.

7. Make sure the instructions are clear and a welcome message is provided.  

8. Consider whether the survey is anonymous or not and how you will communicate this to the consumer/other customer group.

9. When possible, give the customer alternatives for responding to a survey (e.g., allow them to fill it out via hard copy or via the Internet).  

10. If you provide the survey via mail, make sure that consumers/customers have a stamped, self-addressed return envelope to send back the survey.  This ensures a higher return rate.
11. If you provide the survey via mail, make follow-up phone calls or send a post-card reminder to the consumers/customers. 
If you have questions about developing consumer/customer surveys to measure satisfaction, please contact Julie Fulmer, CPHQ, Director of Quality Management at: jfulmer@coanet.org.

































� The Internet is an excellent resource for workforce or staff surveys. Many of these questions have been tested for reliability and validity by customer satisfaction researchers/professionals.
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