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Market research studies suggest that appropriate formatting is vital to conducting, and
ultimately, analyzing your Web-based surveys. The right formatting engages your
respondents, makes it easier for them to navigate through surveys and maximizes your
return rates. Correct formatting also helps elicit unbiased opinions, so that you can
collect highly accurate feedback that supports your critical decisions.

So if you spend your days designing surveys, you may often ask yourself if you're
formatting them optimally. When should you use a radio button rather than a drop down,
for example? Or, more importantly, what general principles of design should you follow
to ensure as valid a survey as possible?
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The following presents the most recent
thinking from authoritative sources on formatting options, as well as helpful tips and
tactics to allow you to optimize your survey designs.
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Radio Buttons

Traditionally radio buttons are represented as small round circles in Web design.
Recent findings indicate that radio buttons may encourage more or better end-user
responses, because users may perceive them as easier to use. Findings also indicate
that users may be more likely to finish a survey if presented with radio buttons.
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The use of radio buttons that offer the user a non-substantial answer, such as
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The radio button version of questions required no more time to
complete than the drop box version?.

A 2002 experiment in Belgium revealed the advantages of using radio buttons.
Two groups were given the same survey: one with radio buttons and the other
with drop downs. Participants using radio buttons were more likely to complete
the survey (88.37 percent) than those using drop downs (84.07 percent). (1)
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Check Boxes

Check boxes are similar to multiple-choice categories, which are often used in paper-
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o Recent research on internet surveys and response categories tends to treat radio
buttons and check boxes as synonymous, so conclusions regarding impact on
responses of using a checkbox vs. a radio button are not definitive.

It appears that stationary, visible check boxes may reduce end-user mistakes.
The use of multiple option check boxes may result in respondents filling out what

they perceive as the “appropriate” number of responses, then skipping to the
next question.
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Drop Downs

Drop downs require the user to scroll down to click
on a blank box, then scroll down further to locate
the answer. Drop downs are typically used for v |
longer, or wordier response categories. N I

What state do you live in?

With drop downs, user effort may be greater, slowing response time.

According to the 2001 Belgian experiment, neither the use of drop downs nor
radio buttons impacted users’ tendency to give “Don’t Know” responses or leave
items blank. However, drop downs took significantly more time for users to
complete.

Because response categories are not totally visible on the initial screen, drop-
down options should be factors with which respondents are already familiar (such
as their state of residence). If drop downs are used, it's important to organize
response options in a logical way (e.g. alphabetical listings).

Ordering effects may be more pronounced when the first five options are
displayed initially and the rest are hidden?.

Visibility and primacy are key factors in influencing choice on both web- and
paper-based surveys. When comparing two different response formats—radio
and drop downs—the order in which these items are presented impacts the
likelihood of one being chosen over the other. This ordering effect seems to be
magnified when using drop boxes, especially when not all options are initially
visible.
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Fill-in Boxes

Text or fill-in boxes are blank spaces in which users can enter free form answers. They
are ideal when you either have more answers than can be accommodated by a drop
box, or when you want to
2. What was your role in the fund raising effort? hear exactly what users
have to say. Based on our
field experience, here are
some tips for using fill-in
boxes.

Users typically fill the space provided. So when using fill-in boxes, it's important
to allow sufficient space. If you want short answers, limit the space provided; if
you want longer responses, use larger boxes to accommodate wordier
responses.

Providing clear, concise directions to users gets the best results.

Motivation levels may play a stronger part in getting users to complete text boxes
than multiple-choice boxes, since they require more effort and thought. Fill-in
boxes may have higher skip rates, so it's wise to use them sparingly.

Placement of fill-in boxes may also be important. Using them earlier in the survey
is generally better than later. However, you should avoid using fill-in boxes at the
top of the survey, as many respondents want to start with easy, non-controversial
questions.

And as many survey designers already know, informing subjects that fill-in
answers are optional may increase the likelihood they will not complete those
areas of the survey.
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Conclusion: Variety is Good

In the world of surveys, even the smallest details—a radio button, for example—can
mean the difference between a successful or unsuccessful survey. Yet none of the
aforementioned research results point to one response category as being empirically
better than another. In fact, the research implies that alternating between response
categories often helps to engage users and counteract end-user fatigue.

To ensure you've created the most engaging survey possible, try to experiment with
different formats in your pre-tests, which can help you uncover inefficiencies before you
send out your surveys. Consider the space available. Think about the number of
questions you’ll have. Evaluate the visual clues that will move respondents from one
question to the next. And most importantly, think of your audience—who they are and
how they wish to give feedback.
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