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How to write a survey

At various points in your community consultation, 
it is likely that you will need to put a survey out 
to your community. These might be to the whole 
community or to certain demographics, depending 
on the scope of your project. At different stages in the 
project, you will need to ask different questions and 
provide differing levels of detail.  But whatever the 
demographic, and whatever the project stage, getting 
your survey right is really important.

Before you begin, there will be questions to ask 
yourselves as a group. Some of these might seem 
self-evident, but there may be others that you haven’t 
thought of. This toolkit will help you formulate the right 
questions, and give appropriate detail at every stage 
of your consultation.

You will find 3 sample surveys in the appendices for 
you to see how the advice below translates into a 
finished survey at different stages.
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To consider 
as a group
Is this your first, or subsequent survey?

Your first and later surveys will differ greatly in 
detail and may even be presented to different 
demographics. For example, your first consultation 
might reveal that there is a need in the community 
for a lunch club for the elderly, or a toddler group. 
Your second consultation would then be focussed 
on the appropriate group of people.

In the very earliest stages of your consultation, you 
are most likely to be simply discovering if there 
is community support for your project. You might 
have an outline plan which you would like to hear 
community opinion about. And you may well be 
looking for physical support, whether that is of 
finance or time to join a project group to take this 
forward. If you have decided as a group that you 
want to consider creating a Friends Group, you 
will be looking for people to agree in principle to 
joining the group.

 

The important thing with a first consultation is that 
you are not committing yourselves to anything, nor 
are you asking people to “sign on the dotted line”. 
You are asking for the community’s thoughts and if 
they would support your project in principle.

And so the language used will be different from 
that used later on. You will be using terms such as 
‘considering’, ‘exploring’, ‘possibilities’ , ‘potential’ 
etc.

At later stages in your project, you will have 
firmer plans and be able to give more detail. 
It’s still important to remember that no-one is 
committed to anything. If you are still at the stage 
of consulting, your plans could still change. In fact, 
you must be prepared for them to change as you 
may not get the results you hope for from your 
consultation. 

You are more likely to use terms such as ‘hope’, 
‘plan’, ‘seek’ etc.
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Who are you surveying?

If you want to really hear what your community 
thinks, you need to ensure that they understand 
what you are asking. The language used in your 
survey can make the difference between a really 
helpful consultation process and one that is poorly 
supported and gives a very limited view. 

The most important thing to consider is jargon or 
local terms. Examples might be…

“We will need to apply for a faculty” – the reality is 
that very few people even in your congregation will 
know what this means, or why it is necessary. That 
doesn’t mean you don’t refer to it, just that you will 
need to explain briefly what it means. 

“A group like the Busy Bees” – does everyone 
know what this group is? 

“Mission Community” - while this is language 
we are familiar with in Exeter Diocese, it is 
not common in the Church of England. Even 
people familiar with C of E structures may well 
be unfamiliar with this term. Make sure your 
community know what you mean by this.

When you have drafted your survey, you might find 
it helpful to ask one or two people from outside 
your community to look at it. They will be able to 
tell you if you have made assumptions about local 
knowledge for example that newcomers to your 
community may not have yet.

Why are you consulting?

As a group, you need to ensure that you know 
what outcome you are looking for. While this might 
seem obvious, it actually means that you are more 
likely to start with the answers to questions rather 
than the questions themselves.

The place to start is “What do we want to know?” 
not “What do we want to ask?”

For example: 
Do you think we should have a café in the church? 
OR Would you use a café opened in the church?

One question will tell you whether people think it’s 
a good idea, whereas the other will tell you if they 
will personally use such a facility. So in this case 
you would need to ask yourselves if you want to 
know if people have any objections to you opening 
a café in the church, OR if there is a need for a café 
in the village.

Having this type of discussion will help you focus 
on the types of questions you will use.



Asking the right 
questions

Questions can be open or closed. 

“What do you value about our church?” is an 
open question. You will get many different 
responses to this question and it will enable 
you to get a feel for what is important to your 
community. 

“Do you value our church?” is a closed question. 
It’s very unlikely that you will get anything other 
than yes or no as an answer to this question. 

Neither open nor closed questions are better 
than the other. They will both have their place 
through your consultation process. You may well 
have a mix in any survey. But for each question 
you ask, you will need to consider the responses 
that will be the most helpful for your process, and 
formulate the question accordingly.

Your survey doesn’t need to only involve 
questions. You might give people a list of options 
and ask them to select the ones they agree with 
by a tick box.

It may be that an early survey gave you a list 
of things that people felt were important to the 
community. Mindful that you are not able to do 
all these things, you might want to present the 
options (having discounted any that you are 
simply not able to provide) and ask people to 
rank them in order of importance. 

When writing your questions, the other aspect to 
be aware of is bias. It is very likely that the project 
group has come together because of a particular 
vision.  

So for example, you might have a group of 
people who think it would be a good idea for the 
church to run a pop-up pub. But in the spirit of 
consultation, have decided to offer an alternative 
option to the community.

The question asked is this…

“Would you support the opening of a pop-up 
pub in the church, in order that we can provide 
a community space for people to meet and 
socialise together or would you prefer a library?”

It’s very clear from this question that the group 
has a bias. While that bias may well be correct, 
you cannot assume that any data you receive 
from this survey is an accurate picture of 
community feeling. 

You may have filled out a survey in the past 
and come across a question that you are sure 
you have already answered. The survey writer 
has probably asked the same question in two 
different ways in order to identify and/or filter out 
your own bias. Our own feelings about certain 
things can colour the way we answer questions 
asked in particular ways.  You might therefore 
want to consider reframing a question and asking 
it in two different ways at different points in your 
survey, in order to filter out bias. But don’t do this 
for every question!

And finally on questions, don’t ask too many! You 
are more likely to get a good rate of response 
if you ask a few well-worded questions than 
giving people a lengthy document. You don’t 
have to ask everything in one survey. The key to a 
successful consultation is to take it slowly. 

Keep it simple and clear and you will achieve 
much more useful results.
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Putting your  
survey together

At every stage of your consultation, 
you need to explain the purpose of the 
survey. Do not assume that everyone 
knows what you are thinking about or 
why. Giving people the right amount of 
information will make a huge difference 
to your engagement with the community. 

Introduction 

Don’t overload your introduction with information 
that people don’t really need to know. For 
example, they don’t need to know the details of 
every meeting you have had or grants you have 
unsuccessfully applied for. But they will find it 
helpful to know that people have been working on 
grant applications and, after some unsuccessful 
bids, have been awarded a grant. 

If you are needing to consult about Festival 
Church status for example, you will need to use 
the introduction to explain the reasons behind this. 
Remember that most people do not know how 
funding and management of the building works in 
the Church of England. 

Whatever the reason for your survey, make sure 
that your respondents have the information they 
need in order to make an informed decision. This 
way, you will be better placed to use your data as 
an accurate picture.

In your introduction, you should also make clear 
what you intend to do with the data received and 
how it will affect your future plans.

Lay out your planned next steps, even if this is only 
that the project group will meet and discuss the 
result. Explain how you will feed back the results of 
the survey.

And finally, how should people return completed 
surveys? Explain collection boxes etc. and closing 
dates for submission.

Questions

Lay out your questions clearly. As a group, 
discuss if you are going to allow for further 
comment. Providing a box for people to add 
comment can be helpful in terms of giving the 
community a voice, but be prepared for people 
to use this opportunity to get something off their 
chest. 

GDPR

Your survey might be anonymous, in which case 
you will not need to worry about GDPR. However, if 
you are asking people to give their details you will 
need a GDPR notice. You will see an example of 
this on the sample surveys included. 

You should ensure that only relevant members of 
your project group have access to this data and 
password protecting the file in which they are 
electronically stored is good practice. 
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Online tools
You might also want to use online methods of 
surveying your community alongside paper 
versions. This might be as simple as emailing a 
pdf of your survey or posting it to Facebook if you 
have a community group or page. 

Alternatively sites like Survey Monkey can provide 
an online survey for which people only need a 
link or a QR code to scan. Free versions are often 
limited in scope, but might be appropriate for your 
survey.
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Appendix 1:  
Example First Consultation 
Finance And Governance

 

APPENDIX 1 : EXAMPLE FIRST CONSULTATION – FINANCE AND GOVERNANCE 

THE FUTURE OF THE CHURCH OF ST ETHELDREDA 

The Church of St Etheldreda (St Ethel’s) has been part of the community of Sunnybridge for many hundreds 
of years. Many generations of families have sat in its pews and celebrated both personal and community 
events and festivals. It is also a place for quiet reflection and there are regular Sunday services open to all. 

Like other Church of England churches, St Ethel’s is run and cared for by its Parochial Church Council (PCC) - 
a group dedicated local volunteers. However, over recent years the pool of people from which the PCC can 
be drawn has decreased and the present PCC numbers only 3 volunteers sharing the responsibilities for the 
church.  

St Ethel’s church seeks to serve the whole community of Sunnybridge, and the PCC would like to discuss the 
future of the church, both as a place of worship and as a heritage building with as many local people as 
possible. Regular services can continue and develop but this will only be possible if we know what you want 
from your church and if enough people are willing to share responsibility for the care and maintenance of 
the church building. 

RUNNING COSTS 
Like all parish churches, St Ethel’s receives no centralised funding towards running costs. Most income 
comes from individual regular and one-off donations and fundraising activities, with a proportion 
occasionally coming from legacies. In the last financial year, our regular income was £1,854 while our 
running costs amounted to £2,993. A legacy donation was gratefully received of £2,000, without which we 
would not have met our basic costs. 
Like all other PCCs, St Ethel’s PCC also contributes to a common fund towards the cost of clergy and support 
from the Diocese (the regional body for the Church of England in Devon). Because we are a small church we 
receive more as support in kind (our clergy) than we contribute so we are a net beneficiary from the 
common fund. 

In addition St Ethel’s has significant repair needs, in particular its roof. However there are no funds 
available to address this and the current volunteers are not able to organise and run such a major project 
without significant support and assistance from within the community. 

In recent years as income has steadily declined, and so our ability to meet our running costs is lessened 
year on year, a situation which cannot continue indefinitely. 

The current arrangements for caring for St Ethel’s are not viable in the long term.  As a PCC it is our prayer 
that the place of St Ethel’s in our community and be secured for the future. There are several options 
available to us, but we would like to hear what our community feel about the future before we explore any 
possibility further. 

In addition, as we seek to serve the whole community, we would love to take this opportunity hear any 
ideas and suggestions about how we can do that best.  

We really would welcome your views and so are asking if you would take a few minutes to answer the 
questions overleaf. You are free to remain anonymous, but if you would like to be kept in touch with 
development, or would like to be involved in any way, please leave your details at the end of the survey. 

When you have completed your survey, please place it in one of the collections boxes around the village 
(they are in the shop, the pub, the church porch and the PhoneBox library), by the end of this month. The 
PCC will then meet to consider your comments and thoughts. 

We will keep you up to date via The Sunny News. 

 

Explain your 
reasons for  
carrying out 
this survey. 

How will they know 
what is happening 

next?

What are the 
most pressing 
issues facing 
you as a church?
Remember 
to explain 
any jargon 
or unfamiliar 
terms.

Make sure 
people know 
what do to with 
their surveys 
and when you 
need them 
returned by.
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CONSIDERING THE FUTURE OF ST ETHELDREDA’S CHURCH 

1. What do you value about the church building? 
 

 

2. Would it matter to you if it were closed? Y/N 
 
3. What do you think should be the role of the church in the community? 
 

 

4. Are there specific things you would like the church in Sunnybridge to be doing? 

 

 
5. What do you think St Ethel’s has done well, or not done well? 

 

 

Please indicate which of the following options you might support us exploring further. (tick all that apply):  

 

KEEPING IN TOUCH 

I would like to kept up to date about future developments 

I am interested in being part of a group exploring these options further 

NAME: ............................................................................................................ 
ADDRESS: 
......................................................................................................................................................... 
CONTACT NUMBER(S): ............................................................................. 
EMAIL: ........................................................................................................... 
Privacy Notice: By providing your contact details, you are giving permission for St Etheldreda’s Church to 
contact you about plans for the church’s future.  We will not share your details with a third party.  

St Etheldreda’s Church is part of the Diocese of Exeter, the Church of England in Devon. Please see our 
website www.st-ethels.org.uk/privacy-notice for full details of our GDPR policy. 

 

  

    Offering different options for prayer and worship   
  
    Setting up a Friends Group to support fundraising and maintenance of the building  
  
    Exploring additional uses for the church building during the week   
    (e.g. community activity/mental health support/commercial use)  
  
    Only celebrating festivals such as Christmas, Easter, Village events, Weddings and Funerals  
  
    Closing the church building  

Appendix 1:  
Example First Consultation –  
Finance And Governance

Use both open and 
closed questions 
to get different 
kinds of data.
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Appendix 2:  
Example First Consultation  – 
Building And Community Projects

 

APPENDIX 2 : EXAMPLE FIRST CONSULTATION – BUILDING AND COMMUNITY PROJECTS 

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE AT ST ETHEL’S 

The Church of St Etheldreda (St Ethel’s) has been part of the community of Sunnybridge for many hundreds 
of years. Many generations of families have sat in its pews and celebrated both personal and community 
events and festivals. It is also a place for quiet reflection and there are regular Sunday services open to all. 

The Parochial Church Council (PCC) have been thinking about the future of the church and its building; and 
how it might best serve the community. The purpose of this survey is to help us to understand the needs 
and aspirations of the local community.   

We have no firm plans at this time, but rather would love to hear what you would like to see happening in 
our church and village. We cannot promise to offer everything, but as we plan for the future it will be very 
helpful for the PCC to have some ideas from the community. 

 And so we are asking you to take a few minutes to complete the survey attached. Please do be honest so 
that our future thinking is in the right direction. 

You are free to remain anonymous, but if you would like to be kept in touch with development, or would 
like to be involved in any way, please leave your details at the end of the survey. 

When you have completed your survey, please place it in one of the collections boxes around the village 
(they are in the shop, the pub, the church porch and the PhoneBox library), by the end of this month. The 
PCC will then meet to consider your comments and thoughts. 

We will keep you up to date via The Sunny News. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Explain your 
reasons for  
carrying out 
this survey. 

Make sure 
people know 
what do to with 
their surveys 
and when you 
need them 
returned by.
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Appendix 2:  
Example First Consultation  – 
Building And Community Projects

 

CONSIDERING THE FUTURE FOR ST ETHELDREDA’S CHURCH 

1. How important is the Church of St Etheldreda to you? 

VERY IMPORTANT   SOMEWHAT IMPORTANT  NOT IMPORTANT 

 

2. In 5 years’ time, what would you like St Ethel’s to be and to offer? 
Please choose the 5 most important things for you, from the list below and then rank them from 1 to 5 (1 
being the most important). Feel free to add your own suggestion in the box if it isn’t on the list. 

    Open daily       Coffee mornings  
    Friendly/welcoming       Social gatherings  
    Warm temperature       Public / private prayer  
    Accessible worship       Available for weddings / funerals and baptisms  
    Peaceful       Teaching/preaching  
    Historically interesting       Fellowships / friendships  
    Refreshments available       Meeting space  
    Music       Foodbank collection point  
    Concerts       Other:  
    Children clearly welcome    
    Sunday school   
    Messy Church   

 

3. In your opinion, what is most needed in the community of Sunnybridge for… 
 
CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE? 
 
 
 
 
 
WORKING AGE PEOPLE? 
 
 
 
 
 
RETIRED PEOPLE? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. What does/might encourage you to come and worship at St Ethel’s? 
 

 
 
 

More overleaf

Use both open and 
closed questions 
to get different 
kinds of data.
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Appendix 2:  
Example First Consultation  – 
Building And Community Projects

 

5. It would be helpful for the purposes of analysing the survey results if we were able to know the age of 
respondents. If you are willing, please indicate your age group below. 
 
18 – 30   31 – 50    51+ 
 
 
Please write any additional comments below: 

 

 

 

KEEPING IN TOUCH 

I would like to kept up to date about future developments 

I am interested in being part of a group exploring this further 

NAME: ............................................................................................................ 
ADDRESS: 
......................................................................................................................................................... 
CONTACT NUMBER(S): ............................................................................. 
EMAIL: ........................................................................................................... 
Privacy Notice: By providing your contact details, you are giving permission for St Etheldreda’s Church to 
contact you about plans for the church’s future.  We will not share your details with a third party.  

St Etheldreda’s Church is part of the Diocese of Exeter, the Church of England in Devon. Please see our 
website www.st-ethels.org.uk/privacy-notice for full details of our GDPR policy. 
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Appendix 3:  
Example Second Consultation 
Building And Community Projects

 

APPENDIX 3 : EXAMPLE SECOND CONSULTATION – BUILDING AND COMMUNITY PROJECTS 

DEVELOPING A PLAN FOR ST ETHEL’S 
The PCC would like to thank everyone who returned a completed survey as it has really helped us to begin 
to shape a plan for the future. 

Hopefully, you will have read our update in the Sunny News and so are aware that it seems that what is 
most needed in our community is a place to gather and socialise. This is true for different groups in the 
community and so our next step is to look at our building and changes that would be needed in order for us 
to provide such a space. 

• Improved toilet facilities. 
Our current facilities are in need of an upgrade, in particular to provide accessible facilities and a space for 
baby changing.  
• Kitchen facilities. 
We currently have nothing more than a kettle and cold water. And so, we would like to explore creating a 
small kitchen and servery to enable us to serve tea, coffee and cake or perhaps a simple soup and roll 
lunch.  
• A meeting space. 
While it’s clear that this is needed in the village, the current layout in the church does not allow for a space 
with chairs and tables, or a place for children to play. 

However, by reconfiguring the back of the church (the area to your left as you enter), we believe we can 
make all of this possible.  

Below are some suggestions we are considering: 

• Reinstate the ringing floor in the bell tower, allowing for the space beneath to be used for toilet 
facilities, including an accessible toilet with baby change facilities. 

• Remove the block of pews to the right of the tower (as you look at it) and install a small kitchen and 
servery. 

• Remove the block of pews to the left of the tower (as you look at it) and create a multi-use space that 
can be utilised for meetings, refreshments or children’s activities. 

• Install a wood and glass screen behind the remaining pews. This will enable us to better heat and 
insulate the new meeting area. 

To hear about all these ideas further, we’d like to invite you to an OPEN MEETING on the 20th of this month 
at 6:30pm in St Ethel’s church. At this meeting, you will hear about our plans in more detail and have the 
opportunity to ask questions and give feedback. We hope this will help you to complete this survey with all 
the information you need. 

We have also begun to develop some suggestions for how this space might then be used. In the survey 
overleaf, you will find a list of options. Please would you indicate which of them you would personally use?  
This will help us narrow down these options into a smaller list of possible uses that will have a positive 
impact on the life of our community. 

As before, you are free to remain anonymous, but if you would like to be involved in taking these ideas 
further in any way, please do leave your contact details. 

When you have completed your survey, please place it in one of the collections boxes around the village 
(they are in the shop, the pub, the church porch and the PhoneBox library), by the end of this month. The 
PCC will then meet to consider your comments and thoughts. 

Again, we will keep you up to date via The Sunny News. Thank you. 

What did you 
learn from 
your last 
consultation?

What 
developments 
are you now 
exploring?

Can people 
find out more 
or discuss your 
plans with you?

Make sure 
people know 
what do to with 
their surveys 
and when you 
need them 
returned by.
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Appendix 3:  
Example Second Consultation 
Building And Community Projects

 

DEVELOPING A PLAN FOR ST ETHEL’S 

1. Were you able to attend the open meeting before completing this survey? 
 

2. Would you support, in principle, the following suggestions? 
Reinstating the ringing floor       YES/ NO 
Installing improved toilet facilities at the base of the tower   YES/ NO 
Removing pews to the right of tower and installing kitchen   YES/ NO 
Removing pews to the left of the tower and creating a multi-use space  YES/ NO 
Installing a wood and glass screen to create a separate space behind pews YES/ NO 
 

3. Do you have any further comments, questions or suggestions about the above? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. If they were to be provided in the church, which of the following would you personally make use of 
(in principle), and how important is it for you that they are available in our community? 

 
KEEPING IN TOUCH 
I would like to kept up to date about future developments 
I am interested in being part of a group exploring this further 
NAME: ............................................................................................................ 
ADDRESS: ................................................................................................................................................... 
CONTACT NUMBER(S): ............................................................................. 
EMAIL: ........................................................................................................... 
Privacy Notice: By providing your contact details, you are giving permission for St Etheldreda’s Church to 
contact you about plans for the church’s future.  We will not share your details with a third party.  

St Etheldreda’s Church is part of the Diocese of Exeter, the Church of England in Devon. Please see our 
website www.st-ethels.org.uk/privacy-notice for full details of our GDPR policy. 

Activity Would you use it? How important is it to you? (rate 
from 1 to 10, with 10 being the 
most important) 

Cafe YES/ NO 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 
Lunch club for retired people YES/ NO 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 
“Knit and natter” (or other craft) group YES/ NO 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 
Baby and toddler sessions YES/ NO 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 
Coffee mornings YES/ NO 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 
Pop up pub YES/ NO 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 
Room to hire for meetings YES/ NO 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 
OTHER: 
 
 


