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Postgraduate Researcher Digital Skills 

#05 Online surveys 
 
 
What are online surveys? 
Online surveys are a series of questions prompting answers delivered through the Internet. While online surveys 
originated in market research, they are now widely used in academic research. Online surveys offer several 
advantages over paper-and-pencil or telephone-administered surveys: 

 administration speed – they reach the respondent in a few seconds 
 lower cost – no personnel or delivery costs 
 flexibility – compared to a paper questionnaire, an online one can be programmed to adapt to previous 

answers (e.g., only show this question to male respondents over 18 years of age) 
 accuracy – minimising transcription/data entry errors 
 anonymity – compared to face-to-face and telephone surveys, online surveys offer greater anonymity 
 easier access to specific respondents – those with limited mobility or those in a different geographical 

location might be surveyed more easily using the Internet. 
 
While there are great benefits to using online surveys, there are also caveats one has to be aware of: 

 Verifying identity. Compared to face-to-face research, the researcher has less control over the identity of 
participants. It may be difficult, for instance, to ensure that the respondent is genuinely who they say they 
are. This may be very important when we have set very specific criteria for our respondents and we would 
not wish someone not meeting those criteria to respond.  

 Control. For some studies, it may be important that respondents complete the study in one sitting, but they 
may get easily distracted when the study is not carried out face-to-face.    

 Sensitivity. Some topics may be sensitive and respondents may be less likely to ‘open up’ to a computer-
based survey than they would do in a face-to-face secure environment.  

 Follow-up. It may be more difficult to follow-up on participants if they have not left any identifying details 
in online surveys. This may be an issue for the research design, if you require the same person to respond 
several times, but can also affect participant safety. If your questionnaire reveals that you respondent is at 
risk in any way, it may be very difficult to find their contact details in order to help. This is especially a 
problem for studies that may upset respondents (e.g. asking about upsetting or traumatic topics).  

 Ethics. Carrying out surveys as part of your research will require ethical clearance from the appropriate 
Ethics Committee. Ask your research supervisor about this process.  

 Data security. When collecting identifying and especially sensitive information, the researcher should 
ensure data security. The researcher should ensure that no one other than the research team has access to 
this information and that it is stored on a secure server.  

 Data protection. There are also legal problems concerning data storage. In the UK, data storage needs to 
comply with the Data Protection Act, however this becomes a problem when using online survey software 
stored in servers not complying with the Act (such as servers in the USA, where most online survey 
platforms are located). Therefore, when carrying out research that involves sensitive data, the researcher 
has to make sure that the platforms they use comply with UK and European legislation. The best solution 
would be to use a platform that stores data on your institution’s servers.  
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 Bias. Like all data collection methods, online collection can introduce bias – in this case the risk that people 
with better online access and more confidence will be more likely to complete the survey. 

 

What can I use online surveys for? 
Researchers use online surveys for various types of activities: 

 Qualitative research. Online survey platforms may be used to gather qualitative data, such as respondents’ 
attitudes and opinions captured through open-ended questions. 

 Quantitative research. Surveys usually present participants with closed questions on a topic.  
 Online experiments. Researchers may also wish to see the effect of manipulating a variable on subsequent 

answers to questions. For instance, within an online survey, they may present different videos to different 
participants and see the effect this has on participants’ responses.   

 General use. Academics may also use survey platforms to gather feedback from students, or create an 
internal poll to decide on an administrative matter.    

 

Which tool should I use? 
The choice of tools will probably depend on what your institution is using already, whether you have funding for 
software or prefer a free alternative, and also the nature of your data. As discussed above, if participants’ responses 
are anonymous you can pretty much use any tool (make sure you do not record participant IP addresses or if this is 
not possible, delete identifiable information before analysis), however if you gather identifying information and 
especially sensitive data, you may wish to ensure that the data is on your institution’s server.   
 
The starting point for choosing a tool should be your supervisor, research group or IT specialist, as they may be able 
to tell you about the tools currently used in your department. However, if you find that these are unsuitable for you, 
then you could try some of the resources presented below.   
 
Some platforms are better suited for creating individual accounts, such as Survey Monkey, Survey Gizmo, or Google 
Docs. Other platforms, such as Lime Survey, BOS, and Qualtrics, are rather aimed at institutions, so you will have to 
discuss acquiring these tools with your institution. 
 
Finally, most online survey tools offer features that aid the data analysis processes, such as the capacity to link 
questions, conduct basic statistical operations, generate graphs, and export data into statistical software packages 
such as Excel and SPSS. You will need to consider how you will be analysing your data before making a final choice. 
 

Software Capabilities/Comments 

SurveyMonkey Popular survey tool 
In the free version, 10 questions per survey are allowed and up to 100 responses 
There are several paid packages, with increased responses and functionality 
Exports to Excel; paid versions export to SPSS 
The data is stored externally, on the company’s servers 

SurveyGizmo Paid software  
The standard account comes with unlimited surveys, questions, and respondents 
Students can get a free account (limited to 500 respondents/month) 
Export data to SPSS or Excel 
The data is stored externally, on the company’s servers 

GoogleForms Free unlimited questions and respondents 
Part of the Google Drive (formerly Google Docs) package 
You need to create a Google Account to access Google Drive 
The data is stored externally, in Google Spreadsheets 

 

http://www.surveymonkey.net/
http://www.surveygizmo.com/
http://support.google.com/drive/bin/answer.py?hl=en&answer=87809
http://www.google.com/drive/start/apps.html
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LimeSurvey Free and open-source software  
LimeSurvey does not host your survey, the software package needs to be installed on an institutional (or 
personal) server  
For those with some programming experience, they can customise the appearance using the CSS code 
HTML, PHP, and Javascript can be used to customise functions and appearance of questions 
If installed on your institution’s server, the data is stored internally 

Qualtrics Paid institutional software 
Elegant surveys 
Very wide functionality in terms of question types, appearance, question logic 

Bristol Online 
Surveys (BOS) 

Paid institutional software 
Aimed mainly at higher education institutions 

 
 
Additional information 
As a researcher you should be aware of your responsibilities with respect to, amongst other things, IPR, research 
ethics, information security, data protection and mobile computing. If you need advice please see the Plymouth 
University Research Degrees Handbook and ask your research supervisor for guidance. 

 

http://www.limesurvey.org/
http://www.qualtrics.com/
http://www.survey.bris.ac.uk/
http://www.survey.bris.ac.uk/
https://exchange.plymouth.ac.uk/intranet/gradsch/public/rulereg/Research%20Degrees%20Handbook%202012%20(December%202012)%20-%20final.pdf

