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ePROs in clinical trials – Why we 
should be mobile first  

Introduction 
 

Electronic patient reported outcomes (ePROs) 
and in particular with Bring Your Own Device 
(BYOD) are increasingly being used as a 
method for collecting data directly from 
patients. 
 

With more and more surveys being taken on 
mobile phones, if the survey is too long or is 
badly designed participants will drop out. 
 

What do we really know about respondent 
behaviour using a mobile to complete a ePRO 
and best practice in the design of a mobile 
friendly questionnaire? 
 

Mobile respondent behaviour 
 

• Respondents insist on using a device of 
their own choice 
 

• Most mobile responders will complete the 
survey outside the home than PC users.  

 

• Most mobile responders will complete the 
survey at home 
 

• Smartphone users take longer to complete 
a survey compared to other devices  
 

• Breakoffs (Failure to complete the survey) 
are higher among smartphone users than 
computer users 

 

• Response rates are lower with mobile 
responses compared to computer users  

An important issues facing survey designers is 
poor response behaviour either because the 
participant fails to answer the survey or fails to 
answer one or more of the questions. This is 
particularly notable with mobile users 
compared to PC users when the questionnaire 
has not been mobile optimised. 



 
Why do participants drop out of 
mobile surveys? 
 
 

When surveys are conducted online or via a 
mobile device participant breakoff can be due 
to a number of factors. These include technical 
challenges such as slow page load due to a 
graphic rich questionnaire. Participants are also 
more likely to breakoff if the survey is tedious 
or repetitive in terms of how the questions are 
worded or presented. Also questionnaire 
design plays a critical role in the survey 
experience. For example, it’s widely recognised 
that the use of matrix or table-based questions, 
long answer lists and long or wide scales does 
not render well on a mobile device, leading to 
participant fatigue, frustration and higher 
dropout. 
 

Wenz (2017) has shown that data quality mainly 
differs between small smartphones, that have a 
screen size of below 4.0 inches, and larger 
mobile devices. Survey respondents who use 
small-screen smartphones are more likely to 
break off the survey and they provide shorter 
answers to open questions compared to 
respondents with larger devices. There is 
however, some evidence that people using 
smartphones can provide high-quality 
responses as long as they are presented with 
question formats that are easy to use on small 
touchscreens. (Antoun, Couper & Conrad 2017). 
 

Obviously, mobile – unfriendly questionnaire 
design will lead to the exclusion of people who 
will only participate via mobile which will 
clearly compromise the research. The advice 
being: ‘If it doesn’t work on mobile, don’t do it.’ 
Poynter (2017). 
 

 

What is a mobile first survey? 
 

Mobile  first is the current mantra which is 
designing the questionnaire at the outset for a 
mobile device and scaling up for larger screen 
sizes and tested on mobile devices which can 
overcome these design problems. For 
example, while it is generally accepted that 
grids and matrices are inappropriate for use 
on mobile devices, adopting a mobile first  

approach where the number of scale points is 
minimal, the labels are short or to present the 
rows of the grid one row at a time, can 
perform in a similar way to a grid on a PC 
(Couper 2017). However, grids remain one of 
the most disliked question formats by survey 
participants. 



• Have one question per screen or have the 
number of questions that fit comfortably on the 
screen to avoid the participant having to scroll 
 

• Limit the number of words per question 
 

• Avoid progress bars. While progress bars are 
great for online surveys, there is simply no room 
for them on the mobile screen 
 

• Avoid drop-down menus which  are difficult for 
mobile respondents to use 
 

• Avoid open-ended questions 
 

• Avoid images and videos 

Aspects of best practice 
for a mobile optimised 
questionnaire 

Mode effects when using a 
mix of mobile and PC 

 

Clearly, if participants are given the choice 
to use a PC or a mobile optimised 
questionnaire there will be an 
improvement in the coverage which is a 
desirable outcome. However, if a mobile – 
unfriendly questionnaire is being used 
there will be mode effects and answers 
can be different because some people will 
be missed. De Leeuw (2017) proposes that 
mode effects comprise two elements. 
These are (1) changes due to change in 
hardware which are undesirable mode 
effects and (2) those caused by improving 
the coverage of the study, which are 
desirable mode effects. 
 
 

 

• Participant behaviour can vary between 
mobile and PC user 

• Mobile – first is the current mantra which is 
designing the questionnaire at the outset for 
a mobile device and scaling up for larger 
screen sizes 

• Breakoffs are higher among smartphone 
users than computer users 

• Questionnaires need to be mobile – friendly 
to minimise participant breakoff and poor 
quality data 

In summary 

• A mobile – optimised questionnaire will 
produce similar results as on a PC 

• A mobile – unfriendly questionnaire is more 
likely to produce different results from a PC 

• Focusing on smartphone will result in 
excluding the majority of mobile phone 
users, although this is a marginal problem 
in some countries 
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