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How comfortable is your corporate 
climate? How effective is your 
technical training? What kind of 

courses, if any, do supervisors need to advance 
your company’s talent development aims?

When you want the inside story from 
employees on a particular corporate question, a 
survey may be the answer. It brings out opinions, 
insights, and facts about a current situation 
by questioning the people involved. Whether 
conducted online, in person, through the mail, 
or over the phone, a survey can provide valuable 
information about training and performance 
needs and results. But a survey can provide 
accurate data only if it is conducted correctly.

Once you thoroughly understand your or your 
client’s information needs, you must determine 
on a case-by-case basis whether a survey will 
efficiently meet those needs. Perhaps information 
already available would suffice. When you feel 
confident that a survey is suitable, you must then 
determine the type of survey to conduct, the 
size and nature of the group of people to survey, 
the type of questions to ask, and the appropriate 
means for tabulating and analyzing the answers. 
And in doing all of this, you must follow proper 
survey ethics. These include some of the following:

• You must not betray confidences.

• You must not twist the truth.

• You must not play with numbers or 
statements to make survey analyses easier 
on the brain or the ear.

Following proper survey ethics is easier  
said than done, as are all of the other tasks  
of surveying.

This issue of TD at Work will help you 
determine when to conduct a survey, what type  
of survey to use, whom to survey, what to ask,  
and how to get the information you need. 

WHEN TO USE SURVEYS
You should use surveys to gather broad, 
quantifiable data. Survey methodology is most 
useful when you have an idea of what the 
expected answers to a given question are; if 
you are unsure of possible answer choices, you 

may be better off conducting a focus group or a 
series of in-depth interviews. Use surveys when 
you want to get attitudinal or behavioral data 
from participants. For example, after a training 
session for new employees, you may give a short 
questionnaire about how effective participants felt 
the training was for them. Some examples of when 
to use a questionnaire are: 

• as part of an organizational assessment—
determining employee opinions about 
professional development opportunities 

• when surveying a large or geographically 
dispersed population

• when all possible responses to an issue can 
be anticipated

• when money available for the survey is tight 
and exploratory or sensitive questions are 
not essential.

Surveys are used often in everyday life. For 
example, survey methodology is employed for the 
census, political polling, determining customer 
satisfaction, and assessing training effectiveness. 
This common methodology involves a series of 
carefully planned steps: 

1. objective establishment

2. question design and programming

3. sample selection 

4. pretesting

5. data collection

6. analysis 

7. reporting.

USE SURVEYS WHEN YOU WANT TO GET 
ATTITUDINAL OR BEHAVIORAL DATA  
FROM PARTICIPANTS.

TYPES OF SURVEYS:  
AN OVERVIEW
Surveys vary greatly in complexity and in the 
amount of time and money required. Choose 
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the type of survey that will best provide the data 
you need—not necessarily the one that is fastest, 
cheapest, and easiest. 

Another factor to consider is that you may 
need to use more than one method to obtain 
different kinds of data about the same topic. 
For instance, you may want to supplement your 
survey findings with data obtained through focus 
groups or in-depth interviews.

Consider these questions when determining 
what survey types to use:

• What are your main objectives?

• How many people must you survey? 

• How much time and money are available to 
collect and analyze data? 

• How much time will respondents be willing 
to invest in supplying the data? 

• How easily can you access the prospective 
respondents? 

Surveys can fall into two broad categories: 
interviewer-administered surveys and self-
administered questionnaires. 

Interviewer-Administered Surveys
Interviewer-administered surveys are conducted 
by a researcher or interviewer. The researcher 
is responsible for asking each question and 
recording the answer either in person, as with 
interviews with shoppers, or over the phone, as 
with political polls. 

This type of survey can occasionally be more 
qualitative in nature, because the facilitator is able 
to explain, rephrase, and probe further. For this 
reason, this issue of TD at Work will not cover this 
type of survey.

Self-Administered Questionnaires
Self-administered questionnaires are surveys that 
the respondent completes at his or her own pace; 
there is no administrator or facilitator. They can be 
distributed online or on paper through the mail or 
at a designated location.

For the purposes of this issue of TD at 
Work, we will only cover self-administered 
questionnaires. 

The most popular method for conducting a 
survey is online. In fact, ATD’s Evaluating Learning 
report indicates that 81 percent of participants use 
online and networked surveys to evaluate their 
programs, while 50 percent use paper surveys. 

Guidelines for when to use both types of 
self-administered questionnaires—online and 
written—plus their advantages and disadvantages, 
are discussed on the following pages.

ONLINE SURVEYS
The increase in the use of email and the Internet 
as well as corporate intranets has opened new 
options for gathering information with self-
administered questionnaires. Software is currently 
available to post surveys on your website or email 
them to respondents to complete. The survey can 
be completed online and submitted directly to a 
database, thereby significantly reducing or even 
eliminating data entry. 

Advantages of Online Surveys
The most notable advantage of online surveys over 
mailing questionnaires is a very quick turnaround 
of responses. You often can get responses within a 
few hours or even minutes. 

Also, after the initial investment to purchase 
the software—available from companies such 
as Qualtrics, Survey Monkey, Vovici, or Survey 
Gizmo—and training time to learn the software, 
the cost of distribution and analysis of the results 
is minimal. There is no postage and in many cases 
few, if any, data-entry requirements, because the 
software often captures the responses for you.

Many software packages also provide 
rudimentary data-analysis components, giving 
you virtually instant tabulations and graphs of 
your data.

Finally, many survey platforms allow you to 
customize the path participants take through 
the survey based on their responses to specified 
questions. This is referred to as skip logic, and it 
is extremely useful when you want respondents to 
see only certain questions based on some answer 
they give.
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ATD’S EVALUATING LEARNING REPORT 
INDICATES THAT 81 PERCENT OF 
PARTICIPANTS USE ONLINE AND 
NETWORKED SURVEYS.

Disadvantages of Online Surveys
There are, however, some disadvantages to using 
online survey software. First, some of the people 
in your target population may not have access 
to computers, email, or the Internet. Or you 
may not have email addresses for all members 
of the population. If you decide to include in 

your sample only those people who have access 
and for whom you have an email address, you 
could get a biased sample. Second, spam filters 
may prevent your emails from being delivered to 
their intended recipients. This could negatively 
affect your response rate. Third, you may need to 
invest time and money to procure the appropriate 
software and learn how to use it. If you do not 
have adequate funds or have little time to learn 
the software, the electronic version may not be 
the best choice.

Questions to Consider
When contemplating using email or the Internet 
to distribute a questionnaire, ask these questions:

PRESURVEY QUESTIONS
Before you send an email survey or mail out a list of questions, you must be sure of one thing: Should you be doing a survey 
in the first place? These questions will help you determine whether, with the task at hand, a survey is necessary, appropriate, 
affordable, and feasible.

• What data are needed? Are these data available elsewhere? Did you check with colleagues, various company 
departments, the web, and other sources to ensure that the data you need have not already been collected?

• How strong is the need for data? Is the need strong enough and is the topic important enough to justify the time and 
effort involved in a survey?

• Who will sponsor the survey? Will respondents willingly answer a request from this sponsor? Will respondents be 
intimidated and answer untruthfully?

• How will the data be used? Is your goal or your client’s goal in collecting information to gain insights? Get ideas? 
Support decisions? Are information needs too varied for one survey? Are there more effective methods than surveying, 
considering the intended use of the collected data?

• Who will respond? Does the respondent group you plan to use have the knowledge to answer accurately? Are these 
respondents a reliable source of information? Are they willing to invest the time and effort required by a survey?

• When are the data needed? Did you ask several potential respondents the best time to be surveyed (season, month, 
day), based on their workload? Does this time coincide with your deadline?

• How will the data be analyzed? Do you have the means necessary for appropriate analysis? For example, if statistical 
analysis is required, do you have access to the proper software? If you wish to ask respondents to brainstorm ideas, 
can you take the great amount of time necessary to summarize the results?

• Is enough money available to perform a survey? What are the estimated time and costs for each phase of the survey 
(researching, preparing, pretesting, conducting, analyzing, reporting, and so on)? If you cannot meet these costs, can 
you narrow the scope of your proposed survey or take shortcuts without sacrificing data quality? Or would you wind 
up with a “quick and dirty” survey yielding dubious results?

aquinn
Text Box
Subscribe to Monthly All-Access

aquinn
Text Box
Buy This Issue

https://www.td.org/Publications/TD-at-Work/2016/Surveys-from-start-to-finish
https://www.td.org/Store/Product?ProductId=6569



