
Session III: Designing Questionnaires 
Discussion Guide 

 
 
Distribute copies of this page to participants so they can mark changes prior to 
discussion. 
 
Listed below are several questions for you to critique.  Recommend modifications that 
you think will improve the questions; modifications can be made to the question type, the 
question wording, or the response options. 

 
1. During the seven days before your illness, did you have any pets at 

home, have contact with household pets elsewhere, or visit a 
household with pets (including reptiles)?  

 

Yes          No

 

 

 
2. Did you take any prescription medications for this illness? 
 

2a.  If yes, what medications? 
_______________________________ 
 
 

Yes          No

  
3. Did you travel anywhere during the seven days before your illness? 
 

3a.  If airline travel, what airline? 
____________________________ 
3b.  Outgoing flight number: ____________ 
3c.  Returning flight number: _____________ 
 

Yes          No

 
 



(Discussion cues) 
Question 1 
This question has several problems.  First, the question is really asking three separate 
questions: “Did you have any pets at home?”; “Did you have contact with household pets 
elsewhere?”; and “Did you visit a household with pets?”   
 
Additionally, there is reference to both pets and household pets – are they defined as two 
different things?  If so, that needs to be more explicit.  Also with regard to the pets, 
reptiles are specifically mentioned in the last part of the question.  If one possible 
exposure is suggested, why not include others?  Or, if reptile exposure may contribute to 
illness (as might be the case with Salmonella), it might be better to ask about reptile 
exposure as a separate question. 
 
Finally, the question seems to be asking more than it needs to.  Does the location of 
contact with pets matter?  Wouldn’t it be sufficient to ask if there was any contact with 
pets/animals and then a follow-up question about what pets they had contact with? 
 
Question 2 
The first part of this question is okay.  The wording is specific enough to distinguish 
between prescription verses over-the-counter medication.   
 
However, the follow-up question could be formatted as a closed-ended question with pre-
determined, categorical responses (such as the medications most commonly used to treat 
the symptoms of the illness under investigation) with a fill-in-the-blank “other” option.  
Respondents may have trouble remembering the name of a prescription medication.  In a 
self-administered setting in which you want the questionnaire to be easy (and quick) to 
fill out, the closed-ended format would be easier for a respondent than trying to recall the 
name(s) of medications.  If you were interested in a particular medication, it might be 
best to ask a yes/no question specifically addressing that medication. 
 
Question 3 
While asking about travel history is absolutely appropriate, you probably need to better 
define “travel anywhere.”  Does a shopping trip to the next town constitute travel?  In 
most investigations, the answer is probably no, but the respondent may not know that.  
Additionally, it is good practice to include specific dates if possible.  In this question, it 
would be better to replace “before your illness” with the specific date of illness onset. 
 
Question 3a should probably be two separate questions: “Did you travel by air?” and 
“What airline did you fly?”  The questions regarding flight numbers are probably asking 
for too much information.  First, how realistic is it to expect a person to remember (or 
even have on file) their flight numbers?  You would instead ask the dates of travel and 
where they traveled and then track down specific flight number yourself if it was vital to 
your investigation. 
 
Finally, you should include instructions for a skip pattern within this question.  Questions 
3a-c could be skipped if the respondent did not travel. 



(Facilitator) 
Distribute copies of this page to participants so they can mark changes prior to 
discussion. 
 
Below is a questionnaire for you to critique.  When looking at the questionnaire, consider 
the layout, content, and flow of the questionnaire. 
 

Questionnaire to Assist in Determining the Source of Your Infection 
 

1. What date and time did you start feeling ill (onset)? 
 
2. Did you travel outside of County A in the 7 days prior to the onset?  If yes, where, 

what dates, what did you eat? 
 

3. Did you touch any animals or pet chews made out of pork or beef in the 7 days prior 
to the onset?  Did you touch any puppies, kittens, reptiles, pigs, cattle, or birds? 

 
4. Do you know of anyone else who is also ill with similar symptoms?  If yes, what do 

you have in common with this person? 
 

5. What type of work do you do? 
 

6. Does anyone in your household work as a foodhandler, child care worker, or patient 
care provider? 

 
7. Does anyone in your household attend a preschool or daycare? 

 
8. Did you go swimming (or hot tubbing) in the 7 days prior to your illness?  If yes, 

when and where? 
 

9. Did you drink any freshly squeezed (not pasteurized) juice or fresh apple cider in the 
7 days prior to your illness? 

 
10. Did you eat any melons in the 7 days prior to your onset? 

 
11. Did you eat any un-washed produce in the 7 days prior to your onset? 

 
12. Did you eat any raw sprouts in the 7 days prior to your onset? 

 
13. Did you eat out in the 7 days prior to your illness?  If you can remember, when, 

where, and what did you eat? 
 

14. Did you eat any undercooked hamburger or other meat in the 7 days prior to onset? 
 

15. What are your sources of drinking water?  Do you drink well water or bottled 
water?  What type of bottled water? 



(Discussion cues) 
This questionnaire is lacking in several areas.  First, there is no introduction to this 
questionnaire to let respondents know what the questionnaire is about, confidentiality of 
responses, estimated time to complete the questionnaire, etc.   
 
There are no questions regarding demographic information or symptom information.  
These are two sections that you should always include in your questionnaire.   
 
The structure of the questionnaire could be better, with clear headings for demographic 
questions, medical/symptom questions, and exposure questions.   
 
The questions have no clear answer blanks / response options.  This is particularly 
important for the questions that would have Yes/No response options – it will be easier 
and quicker to have the respondent circle Yes or No versus having them write it in.   
 
More than half of the questions in this questionnaire are actually asking two or more 
questions at a time.  For example, question 6 should be divided into 3 questions about 
working as a foodhandler, a child care worker, and a patient care provider. 
 
And finally, there is not enough space for respondents to write out responses for the 
questions they are being asked.  For example, question 13 asks “Did you eat out in the 7 
days prior to your illness?  If you can remember, when, where, and what did you eat?”  
Most respondents would not be able to fit their answer into the small space provided 
before question 14. 
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