
 

Local public health 

departments are 

required to perform a 

community assessment:  

Wis. Stat. § 251.05(3)(a) 

Wis. Admin. Code § DHS 

140.04(a)(1)  

 

 

 

Partnering with others is 

one strategy to help 

with the work of 

collecting data for a 

community health 

assessment. 

 

 

 

Important reasons Local 

and Tribal Health 

Departments (LTHDs) 

might want to conduct 

their own survey:  1) 

Obtain data that are 

more representative of 

the populations they 

serve, 2) Obtain specific 

information that is not 

otherwise available, 3) 

Provide timely data, and 

4) Meet expectations 

from governing bodies 

or stakeholders that 

primary data are 

gathered. 

Is	your	health	department	considering	a	survey	to			
inform	your	community	health	assessment?		

Here	are	a	few	things	you’ll	want	to	know	before	you	begin	

Informa on gathered from surveys is one way of understanding the current state of well‐
being in your local health department jurisdic on or tribal community. Ge ng started and 
iden fying the best survey method for a health department to use can be challenging 
because of the need to gather data representa ve of the community. Availability of 
mul ple survey methods, constantly changing technology, inconsistencies in community 
members’ ability to access technology, financial and human resource constraints, and the 
vast amount of data available can make the process seem overwhelming.  
 

The goal of this brief is to assist local and tribal health departments (LTHD) in determining 
when the use of a survey is appropriate or necessary, and in iden fying survey method(s) 
that will meet their needs and capacity. This brief serves as a star ng point to assist LTHD 
leaders in cri cally thinking through the steps to decide if a survey should be implemented; 
determining the best method(s) to use; and increasing their knowledge about the general 
assets, deficits, and various considera ons of commonly used survey methods.  
 

Ge ng started 
Does my health department need to use a survey to gather data?  
LTHDs commonly use primary and secondary data to inform community health assessments 
(CHAs). Primary data can include surveys, listening sessions such as focus groups or talking 
circles, interviews from community members, and observa ons. Secondary data comprise 
informa on gathered from other sources, and may have been originally used for other 
purposes (CDC, 2017). These data sources can provide rich informa on for community 
health assessments. Examples of secondary data sources include the Behavioral Risk Factor 
Surveillance System and U.S. Census American Fact Finder (CDC, 2017).  
 

Does your LTHD need to use a survey to gather data? The answer to that ques on is a 
resounding “maybe.” It is important for CHAs to reflect the popula ons the LTHD serves. 
Depending on the desires and needs of your jurisdic on, and the quality and meliness of 
secondary data sources, you may be able to gather what is needed without conduc ng your 
own survey. If, however, there is specific informa on you cannot obtain using secondary 
sources, you may want to consider a survey.   
 

Many LTHDs are including surveys within their data gathering methods in order to obtain 
specific informa on that is important to their jurisdic on and to broaden their reach to 
community members. One strategy health departments can use to manage costs is to 
collaborate with others (e.g., other LTHDs, the Division of Public Health, Office of Health 
Informa cs, nonprofit partners like the United Way, and healthcare systems) when 
planning and implemen ng a survey. 
 

Gathering informa on by using a survey has a number of benefits, but is not without its 
challenges.  
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What are your goals for implemen ng a survey? 
A discussion of goals and considera ons is an important step for 
LTHDs to take before deciding on a specific survey method to 
use. Ques ons to think through during this process include:  

Does your jurisdic on really need to implement a survey? Can 
you get enough informa on using secondary informa on?  

How important is the accuracy of the data? Do you have 
secondary data sources that provide the majority of 
informa on that is needed?  Are you looking for data to 
confirm what is already known? 

How important is it to your governing bodies and stakeholders 
that primary data be collected and used for your CHA? 

Do you have a deadline? How much me will you need to plan, 
create, implement, and analyze the survey?  

Do staff have the skills to analyze the data? Can you partner 
with someone to analyze the data? 

What do your community demographics look like? Do the 
demographics steer you towards a par cular method? 

What does your budget look like? Does the LTHD have the 
finances, staff capacity, and/or partners to carry out a 
par cular method? 

Are there organiza ons with similar goals and/or resources 
that you could partner with? 
 

Survey methods and considera ons 
There are several poten al survey methods to consider before 
deciding which one to implement (Table 1). Each survey method 
includes factors that may be beneficial or challenging. 
Percep ons of these factors as being a benefit or challenge is 
o en dependent on the LTHD’s goal(s).  
 

Survey methods can also vary in cost and the quality of data 
obtained. O en the LTHD must strike a balance between how 
accurately the data reflects your community demographics and 
the staff resources and funding that are available to develop, 
implement, and analyze survey results.   
 

Following are descrip ons of poten al survey methods and 
factors to consider for each. 
 
 
 

Address‐based sampling with a paper survey 
This survey method involves obtaining addresses of community 
members and sending them a paper survey, typically through the 
mail.  Community members are asked to mail the completed 
survey back to the LTHD. Considera ons: 
 This method can be less expensive than a phone survey. 
 This method can be completed in a few months (excluding 

me to develop and validate the ques ons, and obtain the 
addresses). 

 Data entry of responses into a database will be needed. 
 Use of billing addresses has uncertain reach. Many people 

now receive and pay bills electronically. Community members 
that rent will not pay property taxes, and may not pay water 
bills.  

 The United States Postal Service (USPS) shares addresses with 
companies that provide them to third par es for a fee. 
Addresses are from a delivery sequence file such as census 
blocks and zip codes.  

 Random samples of addresses that use the USPS delivery 
sequence file as a sample frame are usually of good quality. 

 Only households can be randomly selected, not individuals. 
 Oversampling in lower income areas may be needed. 
 People are more likely to complete a survey if you provide an 

incen ve (e.g., $1 or $2 included with the survey). 
 

 

Addressed‐based sampling with a le er invi ng           

par cipa on in an online survey 

This survey method requires a three‐step process. Addresses are 
obtained, le ers are sent to community members reques ng 
them to par cipate in an online survey, and community members 
access the internet and fill out an online survey. Typically, 
reminder le ers are also sent to those that do not respond to a 
first request. Considera ons: 
 The response rate from low income and lower educa on 

popula ons will likely be reduced when only using the 
internet to gather data. 

 Partnerships with community gathering places that provide 
internet access (e.g., Wi‐Fi and computers). 

 Individuals need to take addi onal ac on(s) by reading the 
le er and then visi ng the online site in order to par cipate. 
This may affect rates of par cipa on. 

 

 

Mixed method: Address‐based sampling with a le er invi ng 

par cipa on in an online survey AND follow‐up with a mailed 

survey 

A mixed method combines address‐based sampling with a paper 
survey and an internet survey. This method includes invi ng 
par cipa on in an internet survey by sending community 
members a le er, and following up with a mailed paper survey to 
community members that do not respond to the request to fill 
out the internet survey. Considera ons: 
 It can be costly to develop a paper survey and design a web 

survey. The cost/benefit ra o should be considered. 
 This method introduces addi onal steps, which can add weeks 

or months to the process. 
 Typically, this is a be er method to use with larger studies. 
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Table 1. Poten al Survey Methods 

1. Address‐based sampling with a paper survey 

2. Address‐based sampling with a le er invi ng par cipa on on 

an internet survey 

3. Mixed method: Address‐based sampling with a le er invi ng 

par cipa on in an online survey AND follow‐up with a mailed 

survey 

5. Partnering with another organiza on already implemen ng a 

survey such as the Division of Public Health, Office of Health 

Informa cs and reques ng that addi onal ques ons and/or 

oversampling are done for your jurisdic on 

4. Phone survey 



Phone survey 
Phone surveys involve obtaining phone numbers of community 
members and having trained interviewers ask and record the 
responses of those being interviewed. This method will also 
require the entry of responses into a database. Considera ons: 
 Regardless of whether a landline or mobile phone number is 

used, individuals screen calls and may not respond. 
 Many people no longer have landlines. Cell phones base 

numbers on where you purchase your phone. Therefore, if 
someone only has a cell phone you cannot be geographically 
specific when conduc ng phone surveys.  

 Landlines base household numbers geographically.   
 Typically, phone surveys require hiring a survey provider to 

conduct the interviews. It can be challenging to obtain phone 
numbers and there could be addi onal costs. 

 This method could take some me to complete when 
factoring in ini al and follow‐up calls that are needed to 
obtain a response. 

 Data entry of responses into a database will be needed. 
 

Including addi onal ques ons and oversampling on another 
survey already being implemented in your jurisdic on  
Another poten al method is partnering with an organiza on 
already implemen ng a survey, and reques ng that addi onal 
ques ons are asked and/or addi onal sampling is done in your 
health department’s jurisdic on. For example, the Behavioral 
Risk Factor survey is periodically implemented within Wisconsin. 
Your jurisdic on may be able to include addi onal ques ons 
within this already established survey, mee ng the needs of 
your LTHD. Considera ons: 
 See factors listed under “Phone Survey.” 
 Addi onal sampling from partners already implemen ng a 

survey within your jurisdic on may be available for purchase. 
 Ques ons may or may not be limited to the original survey 

ques ons. Addi onal ques ons will likely cost a fee.  
 

Tips for success 
There are several things that your LTHD can do to increase the 
likelihood of a successful survey.  
 

Self‐administered ques ons  
 Self‐administering a survey via mail or website may increase 

willingness to share health informa on that is more private 
or may be considered socially undesirable. 

 More effort from respondents is necessary to answer “free 
text” or “open‐ended” ques ons.  As a result, these 
ques ons are o en le  blank when self‐administered. 

 Higher level of literacy is required than interviewer‐
administered ques onnaires, and o en get lower response 
rates from people with less educa on or lower literacy. 

 Analyzing qualita ve data may require more effort. 
 

Obtaining findings that are representa ve of your         
jurisdic on 
 Your data are only as representa ve as the people who 

choose to answer.   
 You may need to reach different parts of your jurisdic on in 

different ways.  

 Consider how your survey represents various popula ons 
and treat your results with appropriate cau on. 

 Mail surveys do not allow you to randomly select people to 
complete your survey, and so they o en skew by age and 
gender (e.g., older and more likely female popula ons).  

 

Web surveys  

 Are more effec ve for reaching younger people and those 
with a higher educa on. 

 Are o en done on phones with small screens. This means 
longer ques ons or ques ons that use grids are harder to fill 
out. 

 Have lower response than mail surveys but tend to cost less. 
 

Other  ps 

 Look for community partners who can help you gather data. 
 Take the me needed to think about all your op ons to 

iden fy the best fit for your needs. 
 Consult with a data analyst or sta s cian before and a er 

collec ng survey data to address sta s cal factors, especially 
when the sample is small. 

 

Addi onal help and consulta on 

For assistance with survey development, such as structuring, 
wri ng good ques ons, and more, consider consul ng with the 
following resources: Wisconsin Public Health Research Network, 
an academic partner that has experience crea ng surveys, the 
University of Wisconsin Survey Center, and/or the Division of 
Public Health, Office of Health Informa cs. The Office of Health 
Informa cs can also assist by helping LTHDs use targeted data 
from the Behavioral Risk Factory Survey as well as other data 
sets, and can perform data analy cs. 
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