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Survey Diaries 

Survey diaries are a common tool 

for capturing detailed behavior 

over a period of time 

(Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2009) 

Respondents keep a detailed 

diary recording activities of 

interest 

Diaries are a common means for 

government agencies to collect 

data on activities and 

expenditures 

Daily activities 

Travel 

Diet 

Physical activity 

Purchases 

Examples: 
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Literature on Survey Diaries 
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• Real-time data capture 

• Potentially, more accurate data 

Advantages 

• Burden of reporting can lead to 
under-reporting of behaviors 

• Completion may be postponed until the 
diary is due, and retrospective reporting 
often leads to over- or under-reporting 

Disadvantages 

Gieseman, 1987; Smith, Webb, & Heywood, 1994; Ogle, 2005 



Designing and Testing a Diary for a 

Pesticide Study 

 Object of pilot study:  

capture household use of 

(and exposure to) pesticides 

in homes, lawns, and 

gardens 

– Included pesticides used on 

people and pets 

– Six-month study 

– Respondent task:  

complete two three-month 

logs to keep track of use of 

pesticides 
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Data to be collected for each application 
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Full product 
name 

(brand & product) 

EPA Registration 
Number 

Reason for 
application 

Type of product 
(e.g., aerosol, candle, foam, 

fogger, shampoo, bait, 
flea collar) 

Amount used 
(including ounces for 
products mixed from 

concentrate) 

Date of 
application 

Who applied it, 
(Including age & gender) 

Where applied 
(including specific locations 

in and outside the home) 

Safety 
precautions 



Cognitive Testing 

Development 

Development and Testing of the Log 
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Collaborative 
design 

• survey 
methodologists 
and graphic 
designer 

Internal 
Westat focus 
group 

• employees in 
support & 
administrative 
roles 

Round 1 
testing 

• 25 respondents in 
three locations: 
Rockville, MD, 
Raleigh, NC, and 
Los Angeles, CA 

Round 2 
testing 

• 9 respondents 
in Rockville, 
MD 



 

 
Today’s presentation will discuss our findings and 

revisions to three main components of the log: 
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Format of log entries 

Icons 

Instructions 
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Format of Log Entries 

for each Application 



Instrument Content— 6 pages per application 



Design: Application of Usability Principles 
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Apply a minimalist design 

Present information in a natural and logical order  

Keep respondents aware of status   

Make strategic use of icons, color, and contrast  

Use visual elements consistently  



Initial Visual Design for Paper Log 









Findings from 

Round 1 

Testing 

 The generic two-page 

format intended to apply to 

any type of insecticide 

didn’t always work as 

intended. 

 Respondent issues: 

– Reluctant to fill out a two-

page entry for every single 

application of mosquito 

repellent 

– Difficulties answering some of 

the questions (e.g., where 

was it applied?) for pesticides 

applied to a person or pet 
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Solution: Buckets 







Findings from 

Round 2 

Testing 

 Overall, buckets worked 

well. 

 Respondent issues: 

– Difficult reporting a product 

used on more than one 

person 

– Unsure how to report when 

a product was used more 

than once a day (e.g., bug 

spray) 
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More Findings 

from Round 2 

Testing 

Respondents were unable to 

answer detailed questions 

about insecticides applied by 

professionals and landlords: 

− True of both homeowners 

and renters 

− Respondents often 

guessed at the product 

used or answered “Don’t 

know” 
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Additional Bucket 



Bucket: Professional Application  
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Icons 





Findings from 

Round 1 

Testing 

• Most icons worked well. 

• Respondent issues: 
− Reported foggers under the 

aerosol can section 

 

 

 

 

− Misinterpreted the concentrate 

section to refer to liquid 

products with “concentrate” or 

“concentrated” on the label 
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Fogger Icon 



Concentrate Icon 



Findings from 

Round 2 

Testing 

• Icons worked as intended 
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Instructions 





Findings from 

Round 1 

Testing 

Respondents often did 

not read the instructions 

– Missed important points, 

such as: 

• instruction to complete 

an entry for each and 

every application 

• what counts as an insect 

(e.g., not rodents) 

• what to do if no 

insecticides were used 

• what to do if need 

additional logs 
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Original Revised 













Findings from 

Round 2 

Testing 

Respondents read 

instructions more often 

and were much more likely 

to remember vital 

information 

– One respondent defined a 

mouse as an insect, so we 

added examples of rodents 

to the exclusion list 
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Final Thoughts 



Takeaways  Design does impact 

respondents’ ability to 

report data correctly 

 Color & icons matter 

 Simplifying instructions is 

best 

 Some information needs 

to be repeated 

everywhere 
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Final 

Thoughts 

 The complexity of survey 

diaries require a great deal of 

expertise to design 

– Combined expertise of three 

survey methodologists (one of 

whom was also a usability 

expert) and graphic designer 

was key 

 Iterative testing is important 

– Even with a strong initial 

design, two rounds of 

cognitive testing still revealed 

significant issues 
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