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4
th
 GESIS Summer School in Survey Methodology 

Cologne, August 2015 
 

Syllabus for short course D: “Mobile Web Surveys” 

 
Instructor: Dr. Florian Keusch   

Email: f.keusch@uni-mannheim.de   

 

Date: August 24-25, 2015 
Time: 09:00-16:00 
 

About the Instructor:  
Florian Keusch is a Researcher at the University of Mannheim, Germany, and an Adjunct Assistant 
Research Scientist at the University of Maryland where he teaches ‘Fundamentals of Survey 
Methodology’ and ‘Questionnaire Design and Evaluation’. Before joining the Universities of Mannheim 
and Maryland, he was a Research Fellow at the Institute for Social Research at the University of 
Michigan and a Research Associate at the Institute for Advertising and Marketing Research at WU 
Vienna University of Economics and Business, Austria. He received a PhD in Social and Economic 
Sciences (Dr.rer.soc.oec.) from WU. His main research interests include various aspects of Web and 
mobile Web survey methodology, including how people make decisions about survey participation and 
the influence of questionnaire design on measurement error. He has presented and published his 
research at numerous international conferences and in several scientific journals. For more 
information, please visit http://floriankeusch.weebly.com/. 
 

Short Course Description:  
Mobile devices that allow users to access the Internet through a wireless connection, such as cell 
phones, smartphones, tablet PCs (tablets), and ebook readers, have not only become parts of our 
daily lives but also emerged as a serious new alternative for Web-based self-administered survey data 
collection. The increased penetration of mobile devices now enables survey researchers to specifically 
target mobile users for survey participation. It also allows participants to access Web surveys on their 
mobile devices, even when they have not been optimized for those devices. The main objective of this 
course is to provide participants with a basic methodological understanding on the impact of mobile 
Internet access on survey error. The course will focus on both the many shared characteristics of 
desktop and mobile Web surveys and their differences in coverage, sampling, nonresponse, and 
measurement error. Participants will have the chance to work on their own mobile Web survey projects 
and compare the accessibility of their survey across different mobile devices. Additionally, special 
topics of mobile Web surveys (e.g., use of GPS data and other mobile device features, SMS/text 
surveys) will be covered in the course. 

 
Course prerequisites: 
 Participants are expected to be familiar with the basics of survey methodology (key terminology 

and basic principles of writing survey questions). This could be acquired in the course 
“Introduction to Survey Design” in week 1 and “Questionnaire Design” in week 2. 

 Ideally, participants will also have some hands-on experience with the development and 
implementation of Web surveys. This could be acquired in the course “Introduction to Web 
Surveys” in week 2. 

 
Target group:  
Participants will find the course useful if they: 

 have some basic knowledge of Web survey methodology and would like to extend it to mobile 
Web surveys; 
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 already conduct surveys on the Web and want to learn how to deal with the increasing number of 
participants using mobile devices; 

 want to specifically target users of mobile devices for self-administered survey data collection; 

 would like to improve the quality of mobile Web surveys they already conduct or plan to conduct in 
the future. 

 

Course and learning objectives: 
By the end of the course participants will: 

 have basic methodological knowledge on all stages of preparation and implementation of Web 
surveys that either specifically target users of mobile devices or allow participants to fill out the 
online questionnaire on a mobile device; 

 understand the implications of completing surveys on mobile devices on coverage, sampling, 
nonresponse, and measurement error; 

 know how to use paradata to monitor from which device the survey is taken; 

 appreciate the advantages and disadvantages of different approaches of how to deal with 
unintended mobile participants in Web surveys. 

 

Organisational structure of the course:  
The classroom time will consist of a mix of lectures with practical examples and discussions and group 
work on participants’ own survey projects. Those without their own research project will be grouped 
with others to work on projects together. 

 
Software and hardware requirements: 
Course participants are encouraged to bring a laptop computer for this course. Additionally, 
participants are encouraged to bring as many mobile devices with a wireless Internet connection (e.g., 
cell phones with Internet access, smartphones, tablets, ebook readers) as possible. Wireless Internet 
access in the classroom will be provided by GESIS. Participants who already do have access to a 
Web survey tool are welcome to use the software during the course. Participants without access to a 
Web survey tool will be provided with free access to a software (Unipark/QuestBack) for the time of 
the course.  
 

Long Course Description: 
Since mobile phones became part of our daily lives, survey researchers have been looking into ways 
to engage them for research. Only in recent years, with the arrival of a new generation of mobile 
devices, such as smartphones, tablet PCs (tablets), and ebook readers, running special mobile 
browsers and with screens large enough for adequate page viewing, a serious new alternative has 
emerged for Web-based self-administered surveys. The increasing popularity of these mobile devices 
has created new possibilities but also new challenges for collecting survey data. On the one hand, 
survey researchers are now able to specifically target users of mobile devices for survey data 
collection. For example, RDD-like probability sampling of cell phone numbers can overcome the lack 
of random selection procedures in “traditional” (i.e., non-mobile) Web surveys. In some countries, 
mobile Web coverage biases are already smaller than coverage biases of the population with non-
mobile Internet access. On the other hand, people start to expect that Internet applications, including 
Web surveys, are adopted for and will work adequately on mobile devices more and more participants 
access Web surveys on their mobile devices, even when they have not been optimized for those 
devices (so called “unintended mobile respondents”). While most plain HTML surveys designed for 
PCs render fine on smaller dives, surveys are often difficult to read and answer without frequent 
zooming and pinching. The diversity of mobile devices based on the hardware, operating system (e.g., 
Android, Apple iOS, Windows Mobile), mobile Internet browser, processing power, screen size, 
navigation, and data entry method (touchscreen or keypad) increases the complexity for survey 
researchers and influences user experience and response burden. 
 
The main objective of this course is to provide participants with a basic methodological knowledge on 
all stages of preparation and implementation of Web surveys that either specifically target users of 
mobile devices or allow participants to fill out the online questionnaire on a mobile device. Based on 
the Total Survey Error (TSE) framework, this course will discuss the impact of mobile Internet access 
on Web surveys along different dimensions of survey error. The course will provide an overview of the 
implications of contacting potential survey respondents on their mobile devices on coverage, sampling, 
and nonresponse error as well as measurement error due to questionnaire design choices when using 
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mobile devices (e.g., paging vs. scrolling, horizontal vs. vertical question layout, number of answer 
options, open-ended vs. closed-ended questions). Using paradata, participants will learn how to 
monitor from which device the survey is taken and understand consequences for visual design impact 
and survey estimation. 
 
Mobile Web surveys are a natural extension of the present use of Web surveys. Thus, the course will 
focus on both the many shared characteristics of desktop and mobile Web surveys that affect how 
questions are interpreted and how responses are edited, as well as their differences in coverage, 
sampling, nonresponse, and measurement. Survey researchers have different options of how to deal 
with unintended mobile users in Web surveys (e.g., making no changes to the survey design, blocking 
unintended mobile users, developing a “mobile-friendly” version of the questionnaire). The course will 
help the participants to understand and appreciate the advantages and disadvantages of each 
approach. 
 
The types of devices that can be used to go online are becoming more variable, and smartphones 
seem to be the most prevalent device for mobile Web survey participation. They are interesting for 
survey researchers and participants due to their multimode features that allow access via voice, text, 
or Internet and can make use of synchronous multimedia messaging. While the course will mainly 
focus on the use of smartphones in Web surveys, other devices with bigger screens, such as tablets 
and ebook readers, could fill the void between the often difficult-to-read smartphone screen and the 
difficult-to-transport computer and will therefore be discussed as well. Additionally, special topics of 
mobile Web surveys (e.g., use of GPS data and other mobile device features, SMS/text surveys) will 
be covered in the course. 
 
Participants are strongly encouraged to bring their own (mobile) Web survey projects (questionnaires 
previously used, currently in the field, or under development are equally welcome) on which they will 
be able to work during the course. Participants who already do have access to a Web survey tool are 
welcome to use the software during the course. Participants without access to a Web survey tool will 
be provided with free access to a software (Unipark/QuestBack) for the time of the course. 
Additionally, participants are encouraged to bring as many mobile devices with a wireless Internet 
connection (cell phones with Internet access, smartphones, tablets, ebook readers) as possible so that 
they can compare the accessibility of their survey projects across different devices. 

 
Day-to-day schedule and literature used in the course: 
 
Day Topic(s) 

 

1 Introduction 

 Terminology; classification of mobile devices 

 Trends in mobile Internet penetration and usage 
 
Mobile Web surveys as extensions of Web surveys 

 Typologies of mobile Web surveys 

 Similarities and differences of mobile Web surveys and Web surveys 
 
Total Survey Error and Mobile Web Surveys 

 Coverage 

 Sampling 

 Nonresponse 

 Measurement 

2 Practical implications for mobile Web surveys 

 Contacting mobile respondents 

 Dealing with unintended mobile participants 

 Questionnaire design for mobile Web surveys 

 Use of paradata 
 
Special topics in mobile Web surveys 

 Text/SMS surveys 

 Use of mobile device features (e.g., GPS, camera) 
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Preparatory reading:  
There is no mandatory preparatory reading for the course. However, participants without prior 
knowledge about Web survey methodology may find it useful to consult some basic literature covering 
this topic. A good overview of the key Web survey principles is provided in: 

 Couper, M.P. (2008). Designing effective Web surveys. Cambridge et al.: Cambridge 
University Press. 

 Dillman, D.A., Smyth, J.D., & Christian, L.M. (2014). Internet, phone, mail, and mixed-mode 
surveys. The tailored design method. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons. 

 Tourangeau, R., Conrad, F.G., & Couper, M.P. (2013). The science of Web surveys. New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

 


