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Surveys are pervasive in health professions education (HPE), a field that includes physicians, den-
tists, nurses, physical and occupational therapists, and others. We use surveys to measure learners’ 
opinions about instructors and coursework, to assess trainees’ performance of clinical tasks, and to 
measure everything from attitudes and values to beliefs and behaviors among our research partici-
pants. In a study of survey use in HPE research, we found that slightly more than 50% of original 
research articles in the top three HPE journals employed a survey as part of the methodology.1 
Despite their widespread use, many HPE surveys are poorly constructed and/or inadequately 
administered. In a follow-up study, we found that 95% of surveys analyzed contained at least one 
violation of best practices in survey design.2

The purpose of this book is twofold: (1) provide essential theory and understanding of meth-
odological concepts necessary to lead high-quality survey studies; and (2) serve as a desk reference 
for survey guidelines and expert recommendations to help ensure that study methodologies can 
stand up to rigorous peer reviews. The characteristics that set this book apart from others are its 
emphasis on the unique audience of health professionals and its concise, practical approach. We 
provide straightforward examples to illustrate key points in the main text, but also include more 
intricate examples of real-world difficulties that arise with surveys and propose solutions from 
experts who have dealt with similar dilemmas personally.

This book is primarily intended for early career educators or researchers in HPE who need 
a concise explanation and reference for survey methodology, such as those pursuing advanced 
degrees in HPE (e.g., master’s degrees in HPE, master’s degrees in education, and doctorates 
in HPE). It is also designed, by its summaries and checklists, to be a go-to resource for more 
senior scholars who need a reference to guide their own work, ensuring that all i’s are dotted and 
all t’s crossed when designing and conducting a survey study. Thus we will use the general term 
“survey designers” throughout this book, acknowledging that both educators and researchers are 
our audience.

A basic understanding of statistical concepts (e.g., t-tests, chi-square, normal distribution, 
etc.) will help the reader apply the theory and recommendations provided in this book, but it is 
not required. We refer readers to any number of introductory statistics books, such as Norman 
and Streiner’s Biostatistics: The Bare Essentials; Hinkle, Wiersma, and Jurs’ Applied Statistics for the 
Behavioral Sciences; or Field’s Discovering Statistics Using IBM SPSS Statistics (for those who want 
to learn a data analysis program simultaneously).
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The Survey as a Psychometric Instrument
There are many data collection methods that are colloquially referred to as “surveys.” However, 
for the purpose of this book we define survey broadly as any instrument comprising prespecified 
questions (or items) designed to sample and produce statistical information about some aspect(s) 
of a population.3,4 We define questionnaire as a self-administered survey, regardless of medium. 
For an instrument to be considered a questionnaire, the requirement is that there is not direct 
involvement of a survey administrator while the participant is completing the survey.

A properly designed survey can be a solid psychometric instrument, complete with reliability 
and validity evidence for its intended use. When applicable, survey results can be treated like data 
from any other assessment or test and can be used to describe anyone within the sampling frame 
(the group of interest being surveyed).

Book Overview
This book provides a six-step, portable method for designing surveys.

Step 1: Needs Assessment is arguably one of the most important steps. This first chapter 
provides resources to determine whether a survey is the correct methodology, recommends 
specific places to locate preexisting survey instruments, and explains how to obtain back-
ground information necessary to write informed survey questions if there is a need to create 
a new instrument.

Step 2: Survey Construction applies the theory and evidence, primarily from the cognitive 
psychology and public opinion polling literature, to help write questions that are clear and 
likely to be consistently understood by the sampling frame, and thus more likely to hold 
up to validity testing. This chapter provides the rationale for the best practices for writing 
items (survey questions).

Step 3: Establishing Evidence provides ample theory to understand our step-by-step 
instructions to evaluate most survey results for validity and reliability evidence. This chapter 
describes several schools of thought regarding validity and reliability of evidence.

Step 4: Survey Delivery describes how to increase response rates and makes recommenda-
tions about which techniques are most efficient and cost effective.

Step 5: Data Analysis describes how to analyze survey data and interpret findings in the con-
text of the survey instrument as a whole and the specific sampling frame. This chapter also 
provides relatively straightforward, yet defendable, ways to analyze for nonresponse bias.

Step 6: Reporting Guidelines details how to present findings with an emphasis on how to 
report findings about individual survey questions (items) and entire surveys in meaningful 
ways, rather than simply regurgitating scale numbers. In this chapter, we encourage authors 
to use graphic representations of survey results and describe what was done and what hap-
pened in an engaging and persuasive story.

How to Use This Book
We recommend that readers first read the Six Steps above. Note the sequence of steps and the 
extensive amount of time spent preparing the survey in comparison with actually delivering it. 
This lopsided balance of time is intentional and will be discussed throughout the book. Then read 
the book from cover to cover. As readers become more familiar with the concepts, we recommend 
reading the “Voice of Experience” boxes for practical pearls of wisdom from the authors. From 
there, we encourage readers to regularly revisit the Six Steps and the associated checklists at the 
end of each chapter for each survey developed.
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Example Case
This book uses one running example through each of the Six Steps to paint a cohesive narrative 
and hopefully facilitate understanding. We recommend referring back to this case frequently for 
details.

We are studying the effects of resources for substance abuse among all students at Health 
Professions Education (HPE) University with a sampling frame of only students who have a his-
tory of substance abuse. We solicit responses to a custom questionnaire sent by e-mail and by paper 
in student mailboxes in the medical school office. The initial information is presented in Table 1.

Concluding Remarks
We thank the numerous authors for their contributions to make this book possible. We also wish 
to thank you, the reader, for your education and research contributions. What you do matters, 
and we hope you find this book to be a useful tool in advancing the field of health professions 
education.

TABLE 1  ■  Summary of Example Case

Class Characteristics Total, N = 400

Male (%) 200 (50%)

Mean Age 23 years

Academic probation for substance abuse 20 (5%)
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