
Should I conduct a pre- and post-test? Just a post-test? A retrospective post-then-pre? 
How do I decide? 

Asking participants to respond to a survey and complete a questionnaire is a common strategy for 
evaluating the impact of extension programs. There are different designs you may consider for a survey, 
each with its own set of advantages and disadvantages.  

These three survey designs –pre-test post-test, post-test only, and retrospective post-then-pre – differ in 
the timing in which participants complete the survey and in the kinds of information sought at that time. 
Accordingly, each design presents particular advantages and disadvantages. 

With a pre-test post-test design, participants are asked to complete a questionnaire at the beginning of a 
program and then again at the end. These questionnaires typically include some or all of the same 
question items so that you can directly compare responses after their participation in the program to their 
response prior to participation. The main advantage of a pre-test post-test is that you may infer the effect 
of your program on changes in reported attitudes, knowledge, and perhaps behaviors, based on 
participants’ responses “pre” to “post.” However, one significant disadvantage of this design is the 
possibility of participants remembering or learning from the pre-test, especially if the time between the 
pre- and post- is relatively short, and thus responding  to the post-test based on what they remember 
from the pre-survey and not what they gained from the program. And, sometimes after participation in 
the program participants actually realize they did not know as much about a topic before as they thought 
they did, and thus respond lower in the post-test than the pre-test! This is called a “response shift bias.” 

When there are concerns about the time, energy (yours or participants’), and resources needed to do 
both a pre-test and post-test, you may sometimes choose a post-test only design. While this may be easier 
to implement, the post-test design only allows you to assess participants’ reported knowledge, attitudes, 
or behaviors after the program. This makes it difficult to consider how responses may compare to before 
participation, and thereby, to determine the actual effect of your program. Sometimes you can gain a 
sense of the program effect if you can also gather information from non-participants or identify other 
comparable information (e.g., results from a published study). 

Much like the post-test only design, the post-then-pre retrospective survey design is both time and cost 
effective. It is administered at the end of the program and contains questions about the participants’ 
knowledge and behavior both before and after participation. By asking participants to reflect back on their 
knowledge and behavior before the program and to compare that to after the program, the post-then-
pre retrospective design can be similar to the pre-test post-test design in that it can allow for inference of 
the effect of the program on changes in knowledge, attitudes, and/or behavior. This design can also help 
control response shift bias. However, the post-then-pre retrospective is not without its own limitations. 
For example, participants (especially children) may not always be able to accurately recall the requested 
information. Additionally, participants may report a change even if one did not occur simply because they 
know they were supposed to change. This is one form of self-report bias that can occur with the use of 
the post-then-pre retrospective design.  
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Participants respond to a survey before the program, and again after. The questionnaires or 
surveys include some or all of the same question items so you are able to compare 

responses between pre- and post-.

PRE-TEST POST-TEST SURVEY METHODOLOGY 

POST-TEST ONLY SURVEY METHODOLOGY 

THE POST-THEN-PRE RETROSPECTIVE METHODOLOGY

C O M P A R I N G  S U R V E Y  D E S I G N S

Administered at the end of the program and contains questions about the participants’
knowledge and behavior after and before. Participants are asked to reflect back on their

knowledge before the program and compare that to after. 

The easiest survey
design to implement.

Advantages
May infer program effect prior to

participation through reported attitudes,
knowledge, and behaviors. 

Disadvantages
Remembering pre-test questions during the

post-test could bias the results based on their
pre-test responses rather than effect of the

program.
Response shift bias: responding lower on the

post-test responses after learning they did not
know as much as they initially thought.

Advantages
Disadvantages

Participants only take a survey or questionnaire after the program. Often used when there are
concerns about time, energy, and resources needed to do both a pre-test and post-test. 

Difficult to compare knowledge, attitudes,
behaviors from before the program, making it

hard to gauge program effect.
*Sometimes possible to gauge program effect

by gathering information from non-
participants. 

Advantages
Ability to infer the effect of the program on

changes in knowledge, attitudes, and/or
behavior.

Helps control response shift bias.

Disadvantages
May not always be able to accurately recall the 

requested information.
Self-report bias: may report changes that did 

not actually occur because they know changes 
are expected.

Source: Office of Educational Innovation and Evaluation. Ask the OEIE Evaluator. 2013.  http://www.k-
state.edu/oeie/projects/extension/ask-oeie.html.
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