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Four Types of Survey Questions



Topics Covered

1. Why Classify Questions?

2. Prior Taxonomy Attempts

3. A Taxonomy for CX/UX questions

1. Attributes

2. Behaviors (Reported)

3. Abilities 

4. Thoughts, Sentiments, and Judgments
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https://measuringu.com/four-types-of-survey-content/


Why Classify?

Classification can help narrow down wording and response options

|  5



The Path to a Survey Question Taxonomy

Schaeffer and 

Dykema (2011)

7 Types (Some 

Redundancy) 

Robinson and 

Leonard (2018)

4 Types

Sauro &

Lewis (2021)

4 Types adapted

to UX/CX
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https://academic.oup.com/poq/article/75/5/909/1824254
https://www.amazon.com/Designing-Quality-Survey-Questions-Robinson/dp/1506330541/
https://measuringu.com/four-types-of-survey-content/


Schaeffer and Dykema Proposed 7 Types of Questions

1. Events and behaviors (going to doctor, purchasing toothpaste)

2. Evaluations or judgments (ratings of ease, satisfaction with products)

3. Internal states or feelings (happiness, anxiety, surprise)

4. Accounts (reasons for taking an action, such as leaving a job or purchasing a product)

5. Classifications (whether you have a 401k, own an electric car)

6. Social characteristics (marital status)

7. Descriptions of the environment (number of employees in a company)
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Schaeffer and Dykema offer a good taxonomy but there's some redundancy.

From: Questions for Surveys: Current Trends and Future Directions Schaeffer and Dykema (2011)

1. Attributes

2. Behaviors (Reported)

3. Abilities 

4. Thoughts, Sentiments, and Judgments

https://academic.oup.com/poq/article/75/5/909/1824254


1. Attributes

• Age

• Education

• Location

• Income

• Ethnicity

• Occupation

• Number of employees at your company

• Number of family members you live with
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Typically, demographic-type questions are asked at the beginning of surveys to either screen-out respondents or 

used for later characterizing (like cross-tabbing or segmenting).

More info: Classifying Survey Questions into Four Content Types

https://measuringu.com/four-types-of-survey-content/


Attribute Question Examples

Use only what you need. Attribute questions tend to include some sensitive info (e.g., income), and you don’t 

want to clutter your survey with questions you don’t plan to use (shorter surveys have higher response 

rates).

Watch for overlapping categories (e.g. 18–21; 21–25) or miss values (e.g. $25,000 to $39,000; $40,000 to 

$50,000).
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Don’t Rely too Much on Attributes to Segment

Prince Charles

• Male

• Born in 1948

• Raised in the UK

• Married twice

• Lives in a castle

• Wealthy and famous

Ozzy Osbourne

• Male

• Born in 1948

• Raised in the UK

• Married twice

• Lives in a castle

• Wealthy and famous
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2. Behaviors (Reported)

• Prior experience using a product, 

app, or service

• Products purchased online

• Usage of a food delivery service

• Frequency of making hotel reservations 

using Hyatt’s mobile app

• Number of flights booked on Expedia

• Impact COVID-19 had on job search 

behaviors

Typically, self-reports of past or current actions. Not to be confused with observing actual behaviors. 
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https://measuringu.com/four-types-of-survey-content/


Behavior Question Examples

Typically need a reference period (e.g., one week, one year, ten years). 

The longer the reference period, the more likely participants will forget details.

Watch for vague modifiers (sometimes, frequently), which can be interpreted in different ways by different people. 

Self-reports can be a reasonable (but far from perfect) predictor of future behavior.
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3. Abilities

• What does HDMI stand for?

• Find a blender for under $45 on the Walmart website with an 

average of at least four stars.

• What is a deductible on a health insurance plan?

• How much is an annual Netflix plan?

• Which of the following does the privacy policy cover?

• Which shipping option will get you the product the fastest?

Asking ability questions is different from asking respondents to assess their abilities (addressed next).

Also used as an indirect way of assessing a design or interface and can also be used to assess the 

usability of an interface through task-based questions (using the participant to assess an interface).

When you want to measure a respondent’s knowledge or skills. 
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Example Abilities
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Assessing Comprehension Assessing Task Performance



4. Thoughts, Sentiments, and Judgments

• Brand awareness

• Brand favorability

• Satisfaction

• Perceived usability

• Perceived usefulness

• Preference

• Intent to recommend

• Feature ranking

• Self-reported tech savviness

A broad range of questions that tap into attitudes, beliefs, feelings, opinions, preferences, awareness, and 

behavioral intentions. Some common examples include

Complex survey frameworks such as the Kano and MaxDiff use questions that ask about thoughts 

and judgments (what things are most or least important) and covered in another module.

Often measured using multipoint rating scales, which in many cases are part of standardized 

questionnaires, such as the System Usability Scale (SUS), SUPR-Q, or UMUX-Lite.
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Example Sentiments
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https://measuringu.com/four-types-of-survey-content/


Summary

• Attributes: Typically, demographic-like questions that describe attributes of the 

respondents (e.g., age, income) or descriptions of other people or groups (e.g., employees 

at a company).

• Behaviors: Self-reports of past or current behavior, which usually include a reference 

period (e.g., last six months). These should not be confused with observing actual behavior.

• Abilities: Assessments of a person’s knowledge or skill, including the ability to complete 

usability tasks (such as finding information).

• Thoughts, sentiments, and judgments: Questions that ask for respondents’ attitudes, 

judgments, or preferences, including satisfaction, brand, and ease questions.
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MeasuringU is a research firm based in Denver, Colorado

focusing on quantifying the user experience.

Moderated UX Studies

(in our Denver labs or remotely)

Unmoderated Studies

(using our MUIQ platform)

Participant Recruiting

(US & International)

Eye Tracking & 

Facial Expression Analysis

Navigation Testing

(Card-Sorting/Tree-Testing)
Survey Design & Analysis

(including MaxDiff & Kano)

Statistical Analysis & 

Measurement Advising

Training & 

Workshops


