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It’s no secret innovation 
is on the rise in nearly 
every aspect of our lives. 
Brands—new and old—
are constantly pushing 
boundaries of what’s 
possible in their products 
and services. And 
customer experience 
(CX) measurement is no 
different. Your customer 
feedback surveys are a 
crucial touchpoint and 
must bring the same 
level of innovation 
as every other brand 
touchpoint. 

Innovative brands need innovative  

CX measurement

Customers demand bigger, faster, and better 

products and experiences with your brand—and 

that includes your CX program. They are used 

to being in charge of when and where they shop 

and expect to take your surveys when and where 

is easiest for them. Without the technology to 

make giving feedback quick and easy, customers 

simply won’t do it. And without good feedback, it’s 

impossible for brands to keep up with what their 

customers want.

Winning brands already know this—that’s why 

they’re doubling down on their CX survey 

methodologies to build better customer 

connections, drive loyalty, and improve brand 

performance. When innovation and forward-thinking 

are top-of-mind in every aspect of your business, 

success comes naturally. And SMG has the research 

and experience to get you there.

6 tips for keeping your CX survey on pace  

with other customer touchpoints (yes, you can  

do it, too!)

Great insights lead to great action—but your 

insights are only as good as the feedback you’re 

getting, and great feedback starts with your 

surveys. SMG is dedicated to researching and 

testing every aspect of survey design—from 

invitation methods to incentives to exactly how to 

word questions. All of it matters, and we’ve got the 

step-by-step guide to make sure your survey is 

working hard for your brand. 

In this guide, we’ll share some  
quick tips for creating strong 
CX surveys for insightful 
customer feedback.
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Getting your surveys to your 
customer is the first step in 

getting good feedback. Where 
and when you invite your 

customers to take your survey 
will dramatically affect who 

responds, when they respond, 
and how accurate those 

responses are. 

There are several invitation methods 

to choose from, including:

 Email

 In-app

 Location-based mobile

 Text message

 E-commerce

 IVR

 POS receipt

 Social media

 Digital comment card

 Kiosk

 Print materials

Depending on your specific audience 

and brand category, each invitation 

method provides different benefits. 

Understanding these aspects of your 

business is critical for knowing which 

method will be most effective for your 

brand and customers.

Email invitations are one great way 

to invite customers for a variety of 

industries—especially since 40% of 

surveys are taken on mobile devices. 

Email invitations give customers quick, 

one-click access to the survey, which 

makes it easy for them to complete. 

When email invitations were used:

1. Responses went up

2. Sample of respondents was more 

balanced

3. Satisfaction scores dropped (which 

means more opportunities for 

improvement) 

4. Mobile users increased 

5. Faster responses yielded more 

accurate results

But email isn’t necessarily the 

best choice for every brand. When 

considering which method is best 

for your customers, the goal should 

be to collect the greatest number of 

high-quality responses. No matter the 

method, we’ve found delivering the 

invitation quickly is critical for accurate 

results. In one test, SMG found 

inaccuracy in responses doubled in 

surveys taken more than 24 hours after 

an experience.

40%

of surveys taken on mobile 
and growing

Invitation methods—  
Where great surveys begin

Bottom Line  

Asking your customers the right questions at the right time is 
essential for gathering high-quality, accurate, and plentiful responses. 
When you know your customers and your brand, you can choose the 
invitation method that will yield the best results for your business.

1
See the white paper  

When we collected three months’ worth 

of data from a diverse set of clients 

across multiple industries, we found 

5 key trends in favor of email invitation 

versus a POS receipt-based survey.

inaccurate

6%

inaccurate

12%less than

more than

24 hours
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https://smg.com/resources/detail/the-impact-of-email-invitations-on-your-customer-survey?utm_medium=Collateral&utm_campaign=Collateral&utm_source=Collateral
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Testing different methods 
helps you:

⊲ Understand how survey 
variables interact for your 
unique program

⊲ Communicate the effects 
proactively to internal 
stakeholders

⊲ Minimize any potential 
disruption caused by shifts 
in scores

Knowing your customers and 
your brand are critical first steps 
in understanding which method 
may work best for your specific 
business. And SMG is regularly 
doing research on research to 
make sure our wide variety of 
clients are positioned to build 
stronger customer relationships.

If you’re unsure which 
method to use, it never 
hurts to test. Different 
methods will produce 
different outcomes, and 
it’s important to know how 
each will impact other 
aspects of your program. 



Incentives—  
Paying back  
their two cents
Incentives motivate responses by 

offering something in return for 

completing the survey. Just like 

invitations, there are a number of 

different approaches to choose from. 

These offers tend to yield the best 

response rates:

 Dollars off  BOGO

 Free item   Sweepstakes

 Percent off   Loyalty points

Results suggest consumers of movies 

and QSR establishments prefer an 

incentive of a free item—while retail 

service, retail store, and full-service 

restaurant consumers prefer 15% off. 

Sweepstakes incentives can also be 

effective, given the prize drawings 

are smaller and more frequent and 

combined with a larger grand prize. 

These “stacked” prizes feel more 

attainable for most customers and 

encourage better participation.

Here are some things to ask of your 

incentive when choosing the right one 

for your brand and your customers. 

Does your incentive:

 Appeal to a large portion of your 

customers?

 Increase customers’ typical return 

cycle?

 Make it easy for the front line to 

execute?

 Stand out as different from other 

brand promotions?

Sometimes brands ask if incentives 

are even necessary at all. Our research 

shows respondents are more likely to 

complete surveys when an incentive 

is attached—85% of consumers 

say the incentive is their primary 

motivation for taking the survey. And 

on top of that, respondents are more 

likely to retake or stick with slightly 

longer surveys with the promise of a 

greater reward. Simply put, incentives 

increase response rates and reduce 

abandonment—which means a larger 

sample of data to glean key insights 

into your business. We say that’s 

worth it.

Bottom Line  

Incentives encourage more 
customer responses from 
your surveys—but not all are 
created equal. Make sure you’re 
considering what makes the 
best sense for your business.

2
Pets at Home chose an incentive that 

increased the volume of feedback while 

also improving customer retention.

See the case study  

Full-service restaurant 15% off 

Movie  FREE item

Quick-service restaurant FREE item

Retail service  15% off

Retail store  15% off

So how do you choose? In one study, 

we took a look at which incentives 

are most preferred by consumers of 

different industries. 

See the white paper  

15%
OFF

FREE 

ITEM
Up to $5

15 %
OFF

FREE 
ITEM
Up to $5

As much as we’d love 
for customers to offer 

abundant, thorough, and 
honest feedback purely out 

of the goodness of their 
hearts—we know that’s  

not always the reality.  
Enter incentives.  

Motivation to complete survey

Other8%

Survey Content Curiosity16%

Experience52%

Incentive85%
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https://smg.com/resources/detail/a-penny-for-their-thoughts-a-guide-to-managing-the-trade-off-between-survey-duration-and-incentive?utm_medium=Collateral&utm_campaign=Collateral&utm_source=Collateral


Survey structure—  
Making surveys 
make sense

The meat and potatoes of your 
survey lies in its structure—how 

your questions are worded 
and ordered has a tremendous 

impact on gathering a 
successful sample.   

Studies show the order of asks can 

influence how people respond—

namely in the way questions earlier 

in the survey can provide context for 

questions that come later. To minimize 

these effects, SMG recommends 

paying special attention to a few 

organizational choices: 

Overall Satisfaction belongs at the 

beginning—Measuring top-of-mind 

feelings early on keeps this key 

measure from being influenced by 

feelings on specific products or 

service attributes.

Intent to Return and Intent to 

Recommend—These measures should 

follow questions about experience-

related satisfaction and problem 

occurrence, as they encourage 

respondents to consider general 

rationales before they decide to return 

or recommend.

Simple answers and demographics—

Keep these questions toward the 

end, as respondents tend to tire 

while taking the survey and are less 

likely to answer them thoughtfully or 

completely. Demographic questions 

are also low-priority and more likely 

to be answered after you’ve used the 

rest of the survey to establish a rapport 

with the respondent.

Ask open-ended questions 

strategically—Open-ended questions 

let customers give their feedback in 

their own words and should be limited to 

one instance near the end of the survey. 

Putting this type of question at the 

end of the survey prevents users from 

assuming the entire survey is comprised 

of open-ended responses and greatly 

decreases abandonment rates.

Employ smart branching logic

Smart branching lets you ask the right 

questions of the right people—using 

built-in logic technology based on 

that specific customer’s experience. 

Not only does this help reduce 

abandonment rates, but it also elicits 

more accurate and knowledgeable 

responses from your customers.

Avoid double-barreled questions

Your questions should only aim to ask 

about one topic at a time—e.g., ease or 

friendliness, not ease and friendliness. 

Ensure each question only asks about 

a single topic so your responses are 

more accurate and your respondents 

are less likely to abandon your survey 

out of frustration.

Bottom Line  

The structure of your survey has a huge impact on its usability and 
clarity. Avoiding redundancies, asking the right question type at 
the right time, and using open-ended questions strategically are 
essential in getting feedback you can trust.

3 Question

Yes

No

Question

Yes

No

Question

Yes

No

Question

Yes

No

Explore SMG’s research findings and 

best practices for creating a survey 

structure that reduces abandonment 

rates and minimizes biases.

See the white paper  

© Service Management Group | Confidential | All rights reserved 

SMG White Paper: Best practices in survey design, Part II

This white paper is the second in a series on survey design best practices. It presents  

SMG’s research findings and thought leadership on the design, wording, and ordering  

of survey questions and response options. Getting your survey in order examines how  

to best design surveys to reduce abandonment rates and minimize biases.

Aarti Bajaj Judd, PhD
Kurt Cederman, MS

Best practices  
in survey design
Part II — Getting your survey in order

© Service Management Group | Confidential | All rights reserved 

https://smg.com/resources/detail/best-practices-in-survey-design-getting-your-survey-in-order?utm_medium=Collateral&utm_campaign=Collateral&utm_source=Collateral


The best practice for open-
ended questions is to use 
wording strategies that 
encourage respondents to 
cover multiple topics in their 
response—for example, asking 
“why” tends to produce richer 
responses than asking “what.”

Open-ended questioning 
combined with text analytics 
helps brands identify key 
drivers for customer satisfaction 
and loyalty. Using these best 
practices ensures you’ll get 
the best-quality feedback from 
your customers—which means 
better insights that lead to 
better action.

Ask “why” instead of “what”  
for rich qualitative comments

Place open-ended 
questions at the end 

of your survey

What needs improvement?

Why were you 
dissatisfied?

35%
more 

characters
more 

categories

10%

When open-
ended question 

at beginning

15%
decline in 

response rate

Garner richer responses
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Survey length—  
Big punch,  
small package

Now that we’ve addressed the 
issues in getting customers 

to the survey and how to 
order your questions, let’s 

discuss content.   

First and foremost, length is critical 

for good customer participation. 

The shorter the survey, the higher 

the participation, and lower the 

abandonment rate. In fact, we see 

abandonment rates take a big jump 

when surveys pass the six-minute 

mark. So at a minimum, surveys need 

to come in under six minutes. 

That’s even more important on 

mobile devices. Long and complex 

surveys don’t work in that format: 

the smaller screen makes it more 

difficult to complete the survey, and 

internet speeds tend to be slower on 

mobile devices—resulting in longer 

survey completion times. Both of 

these factors increase the likelihood 

that a respondent will abandon the 

survey before completing it. Therefore, 

our best practice is to only ask our 

core questions (Overall Satisfaction, 

key drivers, loyalty, open-end) of 

mobile respondents. 

Our research shows providing high-

value incentives with incredibly short 

surveys helps to maximize survey 

participation, but our clients rarely find 

themselves in the position to do both. 

So we changed the question to: How 

long should a survey be, given the 

incentive provided? 

Bottom Line  

Understanding the tradeoff between length and useful data helps 
SMG design surveys that let customers know their time is valued, 
while still getting the deep insights brands need to make better 
business decisions.

4
Free item + 6–7 minute survey

Neither

Quick-service 
restaurant

59%

Free item + 8–10 minute survey
70%

Sweeps +
3 minute 
survey

24%

Sweeps +
4 minute

survey

20%

17%

Retail

Neither
10%

10+

14% 6%

9

10% 6%

8

12% 4%

7

10% 4%

6

4% 4%

5

4% 4%

4

6% 2%

 

User
Distribution 

 

    

4%

56%

40%

IVR

Survey 
length 

(minutes)

Share of customer preference

Survey abandonment rates

In the figure below, our conjoint 

analysis shows how likely 

consumers are to take a survey 

when we vary the incentive, length, 

or industry. SMG’s understanding 

of these trade-offs helps us design 

surveys that leave customers 

feeling their time was valued. 



Take a look at your 
current survey. 

Are there any areas where 
you can save your customers 
any extra time and encourage 
better responses? A few 
considerations when it comes 
to the length of your survey:
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Is there enough 
information for your 
team to take action?

Should every question 
appear in both mobile 
and desktop surveys?

Are you asking 
only those 
questions relevant 
to the customer’s 
experience?



Tactically, where does the time 
go in a survey? Here, we’ve 
broken down how each survey 
element—and even different 
question types—use up 
customers’ time.

Put yourself in your customers’ 
shoes and take your brand’s 
survey. If it feels long to you, 
it probably does to your 
customers, too.

Every 
question 
counts

Sweeps entry Receive promotions Bounce-back

2
minutes

1
minute

0
minutes

Manual entry Smart code entry Email invitation

56
seconds

0
seconds

1
34

minute
secs.

5-point satisfaction 

scale

Select one

Yes/no

Check all that apply

Open-end

Total

15 

5

5

2

1

28 questions

5 

10

8

15

60

4 minutes 
25 seconds

Question type
Recommended 

number of questions
Approximate 

duration (seconds)
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Core  
questions

Drill down

Service 
standards

Demographics

Loyalty

Open-end
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Survey design— 
Content dressed  
to impress

Good surveys don’t end with 
good content—they have to 

look great, too. Your survey’s 
UI is essential for increasing 
response rates and includes 

considering the best “look and 
feel” for a web survey tailored 
to your brand and customers.  

When we tested varied survey 

designs for abandonment rates, we 

found surveys that were branded 

to the client and conveyed an 

emotional connection only had a 1.5% 

abandonment rate—versus a 10% 

abandonment rate for relatively plain-

looking surveys. When considering a 

survey design that will encourage the 

best response rates for your brand, 

keep these suggestions in mind:

 Know your audience

 Err on the side of simplicity

 Test alternative formats

Surveys must be easy for your 

customers to take on every platform—

or else they simply won’t. With a 

majority of respondents using mobile 

devices to complete their surveys, 

ensuring that they’re mobile-optimized 

is especially critical. At a minimum, 

your survey technology should know 

when someone is accessing the 

survey from a mobile device or a 

desktop—and offer the appropriate 

formatting accordingly.

Bottom Line  

Design is just as critical as content when it comes to increasing 
response rates. Keeping your surveys simple, easy to use, 
and mindful of your audience are keys to keeping your 
customers engaged.

5
See the white paper  

How can visual appeal benefit your surveys?

Through our research, we learned that graphics 

and design elements in web surveys can decrease 

abandonment rates and increase respondent 

satisfaction with the survey process.10% 1.5%

branded 
surveysplain 

survey

Survey abandonment rate
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https://smg.com/resources/detail/the-role-of-graphics-and-design-in-web-surveys?utm_medium=Collateral&utm_campaign=Collateral&utm_source=Collateral


Best practices —
in practice

Offering loyalty points 
increases response

Situation

Response counts varied by location—

some low, some okay

Action

Changed incentive from sweepstakes 

to loyalty points

Results

Dramatic increase in response counts 

in all locations

Create a shorter survey 
on mobile

Situation

Mobile survey was almost a minute 

longer for customers

Action

Removed marketing questions on 

mobile (e.g., brands shopped)

Results

Desktop and mobile survey are now 

the same duration

Bounce-back decreases 
survey length + 
increases responses

Situation

Client wanted to increase surveys and 

improve survey health

Action

Removed sweepstakes incentive and 

moved to a bounce-back

Results

Survey duration and responses 

improved

C L I E N T  E X A M P L E  # 1 C L I E N T  E X A M P L E  # 2 C L I E N T  E X A M P L E  # 3

3.5x
Increase in 
response

-1
Minute off mobile 
survey duration

The best way to know how 
these variables work together 
is to see it in action. Every 
business is different, and those 
differences make a big impact 
on the outcome of your survey. 
Even when you think one 
incentive or invitation method 
is working well, it’s worth 
exploring your options to know 
if you can boost response 
rates even more. Here are 
some in-practice examples of 
survey design changes our 
clients made and how they 
impacted their programs. 

+14
Surveys per store 

per month

-1.5
Minutes off  

survey duration
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Maintenance + partnership— 
Keeping your surveys healthy

After your survey is built, 
it only makes sense to ensure 

its success long-term—that 
means keeping it up-to-date 
and testing often. The good 

news is you don’t have 
to do it alone.  

Choosing the right partner to keep 

your surveys in top shape means you 

can spend more time taking action on 

your feedback.

Testing your surveys is critical to 

ensure you’re getting accurate and 

useful feedback. The consumer 

landscape is rapidly changing, and 

what’s working now may not work this 

same time next year. Trying new and 

different incentives, survey lengths, 

wording, and invitation methods is 

a great practice to make sure you’re 

getting the highest response rates and 

most accurate results.

Asking yourself these 
questions is a good way to get 
a sense of your survey health:

 When was the last time you 

completed your brand’s survey?  

(Yes, that means take it yourself!)

 As a brand, are you able to take 

action on the results?

 Are there other/better avenues for 

capturing transaction details?

 Are you testing new approaches?

Keeping these questions front-of-mind 

keeps your brand strategy moving 

forward. At SMG, we know the value 

of research on research. That’s what 

keeps our methodologies ahead of the 

CX industry and our surveys working 

harder for our clients.

6
See the case study  

By customizing its survey to 

define service standards in 

each department, Belk was 

able to isolate the factors that 

drive satisfaction for different 

departments.

Bottom Line  

Your work isn’t done after the survey is built—testing your survey 
often is critical to be sure you’re getting relevant data at all times. 
The right partnership makes this process a breeze—and SMG 
has the experience and research to ensure your surveys are 
performing at their peak. 
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Surveys based in research 
come out on top

We collected data from 
a national panel about 
recently completed customer 
experience surveys—and SMG 
client surveys came out on 
top in several key measures: 
30% of panelists who took 
non-SMG surveys reported 
they were unlikely to take 
a survey again, versus 14% 
who took SMG surveys. Why? 
The trade-off between survey 
length and incentive is key 
in getting great samples, and 
our dedication to research 
on research has helped us 
figure it out. In the same 
panel, our survey incentives 
were preferred by more 
respondents—which means our 
attention to incentives based on 
industry makes a big difference 
with consumers. 

Not likely to 
retake survey

due to survey length

44%

Non-SMG 
client

25%

Non-SMG 
client

57%

SMG client

11%

SMG client

62%

Non-SMG 
client

72%

SMG client

30%

Non-SMG 
client

14%

SMG client

Highly likely to 
retake survey

44%

Non-SMG 
client

25%

Non-SMG 
client

57%

SMG client

11%

SMG client

62%

Non-SMG 
client

72%

SMG client

30%

Non-SMG 
client

14%

SMG client

Incentive is #1 reason 
to retake survey

44%

Non-SMG 
client

25%

Non-SMG 
client

57%

SMG client

11%

SMG client

62%

Non-SMG 
client

72%

SMG client

30%

Non-SMG 
client

14%

SMG client

44%

Non-SMG 
client

25%

Non-SMG 
client

57%

SMG client

11%

SMG client

62%

Non-SMG 
client

72%

SMG client

30%

Non-SMG 
client

14%

SMG client
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So now you know what goes into a good 
survey, and that you need a smart, holistic, 
and rigorously tested methodology to get 
the best feedback from your customers. 
Because rich feedback combined with 
innovative technology means your data 
turns into insights ready for action.

Is your survey delivering an experience 
that’s on pace with your other brand 
touchpoints? Here are a few things 
to consider:

What/when was the last 
update to your survey?

Have you tested anything new 
with your survey in the past 
12 months?

Are you curious to learn more?

How can your survey 
be better?
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