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Medical education researchers frequently rely on survey data. For example, of Academic Medicine’s 141 research articles
from 2009, over half (56%) used surveys. Yet, the literature provides limited guidance on which processes best facilitate the
development of surveys—particularly in the design of survey scales (i.e., several items that assess a single underlying
construct such as physician empathy or teaching self-efficacy; see example below). This flowchart presents seven steps to
facilitate the construction of valid and reliable survey scales.

( Step 1 Step 2 )
Conduct a fliterature review both to ensure that your Conduct interviews and/or focus groups to
construct definition aligns with relevant prior research learn how your population of interest

and to identify extant survey scales or items that might be conceptualizes and describes your construct
\_ used or adapted for your research context. of interest.
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( Step 3 )
Synthesize the literature review and interview/focus group data so that the conceptualization of the construct
makes theoretical sense to scholars in the field and uses language that your population of interest understands. For

example, a scale assessing teaching self-efficacy (i.e., confidence in one’s teaching ability) should use words like
“confidence in trying out new teaching techniques,” not “efficaciousness in experimenting with novel pedagogies.”
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[ Step 4
Develop items in accordance with current best practices in survey design.!2? For example, the sample scale below

uses response anchors that refer to the specific construct (rather than numbers or agree/disagree response anchors).
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[ Step 5 Step 6
Conduct an expert validation to Conduct cognitive pretesting through which participants restate each
assess the items’ clarity and item aloud in their own words as they answer it. This step helps ensure
relevance to the construct.?#* that respondents interpret items in the manner that you intend.>6*
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Step 7
Pilot-test your items to check for adequate item variance, reliability, and convergent/discriminant validity with
respect to other measures.”*

~

S

Sample Items From a Teaching Self- Efficacy Scale

1. How confident are you that you can help 3. How confident are you that you can help students
complete each of : ;

3 students remember what they learned in your learn when they are unmotivated?
these final stepsf you class? 4. How confident are you that you can get through to
may need to revise 2. When you need to teach less interesting topics, the most difficult students?
items and/or repeat how confident are you that you can keep all
steps from this part students engaged?

*Note: After you

of the process. 5-point, Likert-type response | Notatall Slightly Moderately Quite Extremely

scale: confident confident confident confident confident
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