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How short or long should be a questionnaire for any research?
Researchers dilemma in deciding the appropriate questionnaire

length

ABSTRACT

A questionnaire plays a pivotal role in various surveys. Within the realm of biomedical research, questionnaires serve a role in
epidemiological surveys and mental health surveys and to obtain information about knowledge, attitude, and practice (KAP) on
various topics of interest. Questionnaire in border perspective can be of different types like self-administered or professionally
administered and according to the mode of delivery paper-based or electronic media—based. Various studies have been
conducted to assess the appropriateness of a questionnaire in a particular field and methods to translate and validate them.
But very little is known regarding the appropriate length and number of questions in a questionnaire and what role it has in
data quality, reliability, and response rates. Hence, this narrative review is to explore the critical issue of appropriate length
and number of questions in a questionnaire while questionnaire designing.
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Introduction

A questionnaire is an essential tool in epidemiological
surveys and mental health surveys and to assess knowledge,
attitude, and practice (KAP) on a particular topic of interest.
In general, it is a set of predefined questions based on the
aim of the research.!"!

Designing a questionnaire is an art which unfortunately
is neglected by most researchers.? A well-designed
questionnaire not only saves time for a researcher but
helps to obtain relevant information most efficiently,
but designing such a questionnaire is complex and
time-consuming.?#
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The quality of the data obtained by a specific questionnaire
depends on the length and number of questions in the
questionnaire, the language, and the ease of comprehension
of the questions, relevance of the population to which it
is administered, and the mode of administration, i.e., the
self-administered or paper method or the electronic
method [Figure 1].1>°

Response rate is defined as the number of people
who responded to a question asked divided by the
number of total potential respondents. Response rate
which is a crucial factor in determining the quality and
generalizability of the outcome of the survey depends
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indirectly on the length and number of questions in a
questionnaire.”*!

Several studies have been conducted to assess the
appropriateness of the questionnaire in a particular field
and methods to translate and validate them. But very little
is known regarding the appropriate length and number of
questions in a questionnaire and what role it has in data
quality and reliability. Hence, this narrative review is to
explore the critical issue of appropriate length and number of
questions in a questionnaire while questionnaire designing.

What is a questionnaire

Merriam Webster defines the questionnaire as “a set of questions
for obtaining statistically useful or personal information from
individuals,” whereas Collins defines a questionnaire as “a
questionnaire is a written list of questions which are answered
by a lot of people to provide information for a report or a
survey.” The oxford learners’ dictionaries also give a somewhat
similar definition which states that a questionnaire is “a written
list of questions that are answered by several people so that
information can be collected from the answers.”®"

Thus, this provides a simpler meaning that a questionnaire
in simpler terms is a collection of questions that can be used
to collect information from various individuals relevant to
the research aims.

Where are questionnaires generally applied?
A questionnaire, in general, can be applied to a wide variety
of research which can either be quantitative or qualitative
research which completely depends on how and in which a
number of open-ended questions are asked.!'?

Questionnaires are generally applied when a large population
has to be assessed or surveyed with relative ease where
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Figure 1: Qualities of a well-designed questionnaire

they play a crucial role in gathering information on the
perspectives of individuals in the population.

There is a variety of applications of questionnaire in opinion
polls, marketing surveys, and in politics, wherein the context
of biomedical research questionnaires are generally used in
epidemiological surveys, mental health surveys, surveys on
attitudes to a health service or health service utilization, to
conduction knowledge, attitude, and practice (KAP) studies
on a particular issue or topic of interest.!>4

What are the types of questionnaire?

Questionnaires in general are of two types those which
are in paper format and those which are in electronic
format. The questionnaire can further be of two types
i.e., self-administered or professionally administered via
interview. The paper format can be administered easily both
in self-administered mode or professional administered mode
via direct administration when the population is relatively
small as it is cumbersome to manage and store the physical
questionnaire, paper format can also be administered
to a larger population via postal surveys. Electronic
questionnaires can be easily administered to a larger
population in self-administered mode via Internet-based
services like google forms, e-mails, SurveyMonkey, or Survey
Junkie, etc. When administering professional-administered
questionnaires professional telephonic services must be
utilized to interview a larger population in a shorter duration
of time.!">7!

What it is required to answer individual questions in the
questionnaire or the burden imparted on respondents

As mentioned by Bowling, in general, there are at least four
intricated steps required in answering a particular question
in a questionnaire, these steps are comprehension, recall
of information asked by the question from the memory,
judgment on the link between the asked question and the
recall of information, and at last communication of the
information to the questionnaire or evaluator [Figure 2].1'¥!

In the case of a self-administered questionnaire, there is
also a need for critical reading skills which is not required
in one-to-one or face-to-face interview which only requires
listening and verbal skills to respond to questions in the same
language in which they are being asked or interviewed.!s!

There are many other crucial factors which play an important
role in deciding the utility of questionnaire in various research,
one such factor is the literacy of the participants which is
a major limiting factor in self-administered questionnaires.
Whereas, the other factors include the respondent’s age,
maturity, and level of understanding and cognition, which
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are some of the other ways related to the comprehension
of the questions."!

Do the length of the questionnaire matters?

Length and number of items in the questionnaire play a
crucial role in questionnaire-based studies or surveys, it has a
direct effect on the time taken by the respondent to complete
the questionnaire, cost of the survey or study, response rate,
and quality of data obtained."

As evident from the study conducted by Iglesias and Torgerson
in 2000, on the response rate of a mailed questionnaire, an
increase in the length of the questionnaire from five pages
to seven pages reduces the response rate from women aged
70 years and over but on contrary does not seems to affect
the quality of response to questions.”!

Another study conducted by Similar Koitsalu et al.?? in 2018
reported that they were able to increase overall participation
and information gathered through a long questionnaire with
the help of prenotification and the use of a reminder without
risking a lower response rate.

Whereas Sahlqvist, et al.?* in 2011 reported that participants
were more likely to respond to the short version of the
questionnaire as compared to a long questionnaire.

Testing of ultrashort, short, and long surveys of 13, 25, and
75 questions, respectively by Kost et al.?! in 2018, revealed
that a shorter survey utilizing a short questionnaire was
reliable and produce high response and completion rates
than a long survey.

Bolt, on the other hand, in 2014, found a surprising find
that reducing the length of a long questionnaire in a
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Figure 2: Steps involved for answering a particular question in the
questionnaire

physician survey does not mean that it will necessarily
improve response rate hence to improve the response rate in
nonresponders’ researchers may think to utilize a drastically
shortened version of the questionnaire to obtain some
relevant information rather than no information.”!

But the most interesting find comes from the web-based
survey giant “Survey Monkey,” which states that there is a
nonlinear relationship between the number of questions
in a survey and the time spent answering each question.
Which in other words can be explained as more there
are questions in a survey lesser time respondent spend
answering each question which is known as “speeding up”
or “satisficing” through the questions. It is also observed
that as the length of and the number of questions asked
increased there is an increase in a nonresponse rate. This
in term affects the quantity and reliability of the data
gathered.?%!

What happens when respondents lose interest?

When there is a loss of interest, in the case of a long length
questionnaire or extensive interviews, the bored respondents
provide unconsidered and unreliable answers, or in other
scenarios, it may lead to high nonresponse to questions.
Where on one side a high nonresponse rate may lead to
difficulty in data analysis or an unacceptable reduction in
sample size, whereas on the other side, unconsidered or
unreliable answers may defeat the whole purpose of the
research [Figure 3].1""!

Considerations while using a long questionnaire

While using a long questionnaire, a high nonresponse rate
should always be expected hence appropriate measures to
address the missing data should be considered such as data
trimming or data imputation depending on the amount of
data missing.*”28l
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Figure 3: Consequences of Loss of interest in research participant
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While the loss of interest can be administering counteracted by
dividing the questionnaire into sections and administering each
section separating to avoid respondents’ fatigue or boredom.!"!

It is always advised that the administration of telephonic
interview—based questionnaire should be kept short in
general about 30 min to prevent fatigue or inattention which
may adversely affect the quality of data. In the case of a very
long telephonic interview, questions can be divided into
sections, and each section can be administered on separate
days or shifts lasting 30 min each. A long questionnaire should
preferably be administered through face-to-face interviews.

Conclusion

Designing a questionnaire is an art and requires time and
dedication, which in turn leads to the easiest way to measure
the relevant information on a desired topic of interest. But many
a times, this crucial step in biomedical research is ignored by
researchers. With this narrative review, we were able to provide
a glimpse of the importance of a good questionnaire. A good
questionnaire can be of 25 to 30 questions and should be able to
be administered within 30 min to keep the interest and attention
of the participants intact. It is observed that as the number
of questions increases there is a tendency of the participants
speeding up or satisficing through the questions, which severely
affect the quality, reliability, and response rates. In case a long
questionnaire is essential, it should be divided into sections of
25 to 30 questions each to be delivered at a different time or day.
In the case of a long questionnaire i.e., more than 30 questions,
a larger amount of missing data or nonresponse rates must be
anticipated and provisions should be made to address them.
At last, it is always advised that shortening a relatively lengthy
questionnaire significantly increases the response.
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