
U S A B I L I T Y

Ensuring the Usability
of Your Web Survey
Seven key issues

Issue 4

In previous articles in the usability testing
series, we covered the process, reasons,

and benefits of usability testing. We have
also focused on when and what to test for
usability. As discussed previously, there are
multiple benefits by conducting usability
testing (e.g., satisfied users, increased com-
pletion rates). �e following seven issues
narrow our discussion by providing more
direction and detail about several aspects
of usability that could be applied to web
surveys. �e intent is not to offer defini-
tive best practices in web-survey design,
but rather to introduce several key issues
of which designers and users of web sur-
veys should be aware.

1. Browsers. �e “look” of web-based
surveys can vary with browsers. Because
of this, differences in browser software,
versions and settings should be taken
into account. So when you test, be sure
to use several different types and levels
of browsers.

2. Readability of text. An obvious require-
ment of any written material is that it be
readable. �e “surest bet” for survey
designers is to use black text on a white
background which is easier for most
users to read. In addition, designers
should consider using clean/non-serif
fonts, as there are some indications
(especially among those with visual acu-
ity problems) that fonts such as
Helvetica or Arial are more easily read.

�e size of the type also needs to be
considered with larger type being used
for some populations (e.g., seniors).

3. Instructions. �ere are several issues to
consider about instructions, such as
placement, and how detailed they
should be. A number of choices depend
upon the needs of the end users. For
instance, more experienced users are
likely to prefer short navigation instruc-
tions or the option to “click through”
the instructions. On the other hand,
novice users are likely to prefer more
detail.

4. Levels of links. �ere are indications
that users may lose track of their place
in the system when they must navigate
through more than two or three levels
of links. �is has implications for gener-
al navigation within a survey and even
more profound implications for func-
tions in which users must work through
multiple levels of links (e.g., web pages
that are used to access reports or admin-
istrative functions that may span more
levels of links than in the survey itself).

5. Clean/simple design. Common sense
and practice experience indicate that
visually richer presentation (e.g., exten-
sive use of graphics) tends to increase
download/screen-refresh time, which
lengthens the time to complete the sur-
vey or task in question. Also, the more
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Web program “accessories” are
tools incorporated into web

programs that can provide practi-
tioners with immediate data and
status updates on their program, as
well as online tutorials and helpful
features for users. For example, a
program administrator can gain
valuable insight into respondent
behavior throughout their survey
program by monitoring which
reports are accessed or how many
respondents are taking advantage of
an online tutorial. In addition to
practitioner benefits, web program
accessories can also be developed to
benefit end users in the form of
tools and resources that can be inte-
grated throughout the web program.
A few web program accessories that
enable these benefits are response
rate reports, status updates, exam
monitoring, tracking reports, and
training tutorials.

Response rate reports. Online
response rate reports for survey
and data collection programs
allow a program administrator to
monitor the rate at which surveys
are being returned for the entire
surveyed population, as well as by
different geographical and
organization breakdowns. For
large organizations that may have
a network of administrators
monitoring response rates, access
to the reports can be structured
such that a particular adminis-
trator is provided with login
information that allows access
only to the response data
associated with his or her area.
�ese reports can also be designed
to allow administrators to select
groups of interest and view the
response rate through the use of
dropdown menus. Response rate
information can be dynamically
updated with web survey returns

being automatically counted in the
appropriate respondent group
immediately upon submission. In
the event the web program is
being used in conjunction with a
paper survey, the paper returns are
counted as soon as they have been
scanned and their data merged
with the web response data.

Status updates. 360 degree
feedback programs can also
utilize various online status
reports. Participants of the
program can log on to their own
personal options menu to monitor
how many rating forms for each
rater relationship have been
distributed, and how many forms
have been submitted. Program
administrators can use online
status reports to monitor the
progress of an individual
participant through the 360
process as well as to monitor
groups of participants and raters
throughout different levels of the
organization.
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Accessorizing Your Web Program
�e right tools make a difference

Response rate reports, status updates, 

exam monitoring, tracking reports, training

tutorials and other accessories provide helpful

features for practitioners and end users.
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