
 

432 PARK AVENUE SOUTH • NEW YORK, NY 10016-8013  

 

 
 Optimizing Mobile Survey Research 
Winter 2018 
 
Marketers invest $13.7 billion globally in on-line consumer research, according to 
ESOMAR’s 2016 Global Market Report, growing at a 6% CAGR over the last 5 
years. During that same time, the number of consumers starting surveys on their 
smartphones has grown at a 49% CAGR, more than eight times the rate of the 
industry’s growth. Nearly 30% of consumers are now using their smartphones to 
respond to surveys. Yet survey drop-offs are 20% higher on smartphones than 
on a PC. (ESOMAR, 2016; FocusVision, 2017). 
 
The guidelines for writing effective surveys for PCs need to be adapted to meet 
the needs of this mobile survey participant. But what exactly makes for an 
effective PC survey? The ARF, in its Foundations of Quality studies in 2008 and 
2013, established these guidelines:  

• Limit survey length to 20 minutes. Beyond 20 minutes, consumer fatigue 
sets in, increasing risks of speeding, straightlining, or other forms of 
“satisficing.” 

• Deliver an enjoyable experience. Multiple measures of survey enjoyment – 
the opportunity to express an opinion, stimulating one’s curiosity, being 
part of a community – have as much impact on survey completions as cash 
incentives.   

• Vary the format of the response options to keep people engaged. Grids 
are efficient for collecting responses, but too many of them wears out the 
participant.  

• Write questions that are short, smart, and simple. Using technical or 
business jargon confuses consumers. Write questions in everyday 
language so that people can answer what you’re asking. 

(Walker, Pettit, & Rubinson, 2009; Advertising Research Foundation, 2014) 
 
Translating these guidelines to the smaller smartphone screen becomes a 
challenge. Lengthy questions, 11-point scales, drop down menus, large file 
downloads, and more all require consumers to scroll, pinch, zoom, and rotate 
smaller screens in order to reply. And consumers are more likely to be multi-
tasking when responding on a smartphone than if they’re sitting at a desk 
completing a PC-based survey. 
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But the same principles of optimizing survey length, design, and experience apply 
to developing mobile survey guidelines as they do for PC surveys. 
 
Mobile Survey Length 
 
Many survey research and sample companies have done research-on-research to 
establish the ideal survey length on a mobile device. Some studies suggest 
surveys can be as long as 20 minutes; others suggest the ideal survey should be 
no longer than eight minutes. The sweet spot across these experiments is 10 
minutes. (Bacon, 2016; Brigham & Passingham, 2015; GfK, 2015; On Device 
Research, 2015) 
 
That is not to say that the smartphone will self-destruct, if a survey goes longer 
than 10 minutes. The ARF’s experiments with different survey designs pushed the 
limits up to 14 minutes without significant drop-outs.  But a good rule of thumb 
is to target 10 minutes, recognizing that there’s a little wiggle room above that, if 
needed.  And, if consumers enjoy the experience, they may even stay on a little 
longer than the 10-minute target. 
 
Mobile Survey Design 
 
PC surveys are designed to be “mouse-friendly” – easy to point and click 
responses, drop downs, sliders, and the like. Mobile surveys need to be “thumb-
friendly”. Just like any other mobile interface, mobile surveys should be clear, 
legible, load quickly, and like a PC survey, be engaging. Too much scrolling or 
pinching wears consumers out. Or worse, some response options may never get 
seen because the consumer doesn’t scroll left and right. 
 
“Thumb-friendly” design implies that: 

• Scrolling should be vertical, not horizontal. 

• The fewer questions and response options on the screen at one time, 
the better. 

• Radio-buttons, check boxes, and other response options should be 
large enough to cope with “fat thumb” syndrome. 

• Spinners, drop-downs, sliders or other response options that can be 
difficult to control with one thumb should be kept to a minimum.  

• Text-box responses should be as large as possible, so people can see 
what they’re typing. 

(Lorch & Mitchell, 2014; Research Now, 2013) 
 
Another option to consider is changing the language altogether. Rather than 
using semantic text response options, replace text with emojis or numbers. The 
ARF conducted research-on-research in 2017 that showed emoji and numeric 
scales work just as well in many instances as text options. Emojis and numbers 
produced equally valid data, and participants enjoyed the experience as much or 
more than traditional text responses. Emojis work best for agree/disagree or 
liking scales. They’re not as effective for conveying intensity of a response, and 
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consumers don’t always interpret certain emojis in the same way. (Bacon, Barlas, 
Dowling, & Thomas, 2017). 
 
Best Practices 
 
To optimize mobile research surveys, follow these guidelines: 

1. Limit your survey to 10 minutes 

2. Design your survey to be “thumb-friendly” 

3. Employ a range of response options, including text, numbers, and emojis 
 
There will be exceptions. Not every research objective can be solved in 10 
minutes with or ☹. But, if you challenge your assumptions, rethink your questions, 

and speak your consumer’s language, you’ll find your mobile surveys get a . 
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