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Why do a household survey? It is both quantitative and authoritative. For measuring the impacts on a 
community from a conservation initiative this is the premier tool. 
 
When should I not do a household survey? If you need results in weeks, don’t do a household survey 
because it takes several months. If the population size in the area of interest is under 100 households, it 
is faster and cheaper to use focus group discussions and key informant interviews to collect information. 
If there has recently been a household survey in the area of interest, don’t do another household survey 
or it will suffer from local survey fatigue. 
 
How do I select the survey sample size? Generally, one needs between 300 and 500 households in the 
survey. To determine exactly how many are needed, calculate the “anticipated prevalence rate”. Ask me 
(cleisher@tnc.org) for the Excel file and an explanation of this. A survey needs to be a random sample to 
be valid (or cover all the households). If household lists are available, update them and use a random 
number chart to pick the survey households. If lists are not available, a random sample can also be done 
geographically.  
 
What should I compare in the survey? The gold standard is BACI: Before, After, Control, Impact. This 
compares before and after as well as impact areas with control areas. It gives both changes over time 
(before-after) and changes at the same point in time (control-impact). If there are no baseline data, then 
before-after comparisons has to rely on local people’s recall which can be fickle. The control-impact 
comparison depends on the choice of control sites. 
 
How should I choose control sites? Controls need to be matched using key criteria. The matching criteria 
need to be localized to fit the expected drivers of changes but generally include ecological criteria (e.g., 
rainfall, elevation, and soil types) and socioeconomic criteria (e.g., governance structure, distance to 
nearest major market, and income levels). The matching should be done using data from before the 
impact being measured. In practice, there are rarely perfectly matched control groups, so controls are 
more accurately “pseudo controls”. Find the best match based on the normative criteria. Pay particular 
attention to activities by other organizations in control sites. These can skew the results dramatically.  
 
How should I design the survey questionnaire? Don’t start with a blank sheet of paper. Look at other 
surveys and borrow questions from them. Questions that are already tested save much time. If you want 
to measure large-scale changes, yes-no-don’t know answers to questions are fine. If you want to 
measure smaller-scale changes, use five gradations anchored by “strongly agree” and “strongly 
disagree” (Likert style). Questionnaires should be pre-tested twice with at least a dozen households in 
the impact area. Limit yourself to what you need to know. Questionnaires easily become very long if you 
include what might be interesting to know as well. Include a reminder on the questionnaire for 
enumerators to explain how the data will be used, that the data are anonymous and confidential, and 
how long the interview will take before asking for a participant’s consent to be interviewed. 
 
How big should the survey team be? One enumerator can survey an average of five households a day 
with an 45-minute questionnaire if the households are reasonably close together. A team of four to six 
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enumerators is ideal. Most household surveys take two to three weeks to conduct. Have a full-time 
study supervisor and data entry person on the team. The supervisor solves problems as they arise and 
does spot quality checks. The data entry person inputs the completed questionnaires after each day of 
surveying to identify data collection problems quickly. 
 
What does a household survey cost? The survey itself cost from $20,000 to $60,000, with transport and 
enumerators being the biggest expenses. Data analysis is a specialized skill and costs between $5,000 
and $20,000 for the expert’s time depending on the amount of the data, how much data cleaning is 
needed, and what kind of comparisons are requested.  
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