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Exhibit 7.6 Typical Features of the Five Survey Designs
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22 Survey Designs
The five basic survey designs are the mailed (self-administered) survey, group-administered survey, phone survey, 
in-person survey, and electronic or web survey. Exhibit 7.6 summarizes the typical features of the five designs. Each 
survey design varies in its arrangement and application.

The five survey designs vary in their arrangement and application:

Manner of administration. Mailed, group, and electronic surveys are completed by the respondents themselves. 
During phone and in-person interviews, however, the researcher or a staff person asks the questions and records the 
respondent’s answers.

Questionnaire structure. Survey designs also differ in the extent to which the content and order of questions are 
structured in advance by the researcher. Most mailed, group, phone, and electronic surveys are highly structured, 
fixing in advance the content and order of questions and response choices. Some of these types of surveys, particularly 
mailed surveys, may include some open-ended questions. In-person interviews are often highly structured, but 
they may include many questions without fixed-response choices. Moreover, some interviews may proceed from an 
interview guide rather than a fixed set of questions. In these relatively unstructured interviews, the interviewer covers 
the same topics with respondents but varies questions according to the respondent’s answers to previous questions. 
Extra questions are added as needed to clarify or explore answers to the most important questions.

Setting. Most mail and electronic questionnaires and phone interviews are intended for completion by only 
one respondent. The same is usually true of in-person interviews, although sometimes researchers interview 
several family members at once. On the other hand, a variant of the standard survey is a questionnaire distributed 
simultaneously to a group of respondents, who complete the survey while the researcher (or assistant) waits. Students 
in classrooms are typically the group involved, although this type of group distribution also occurs in surveys 
administered to employees and members of voluntary groups.

Cost. As mentioned earlier, in-person interviews are the most expensive type of survey. Phone interviews are much 
less expensive, but surveying by mail is cheaper still. Electronic surveys are now the least expensive method because 
there are no interviewer costs; no mailing costs; and, for many designs, almost no costs for data entry. Of course, extra 
staff time and expertise are required to prepare an electronic questionnaire.

Because of their different features, the five designs vary in the types of errors to which they are most prone and the 
situations in which they are most appropriate. The rest of this section focuses on the unique advantages and disadvan-
tages of each design.


