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1. Introduction

The Current Population Survey (CPS) is one
of the primary sources of industry and occupation
(1/0) data for the general population. It is the
only source of these data that can provide current
labor force and employment status information for
particular I/O groups. Similarly, it is one of the
few micro-data files that offers anmalysts repeated
cross-sectional estimates of 1/0 distributions over
both very short (e.g., monthly) and relatively long
(one or more years) periods of time.

The variability associated with survey-based
measures of I/O has been found to be quite high.
This variability is the cause of some concern among
analysts of not only the CPS, but also to
analysts/policymakers using survey-based measures
of 1/0 (BLS-NCES, 1979). For example, Collins
(1975) found that 17% of the CPS sample changed
3-digit industry categories between consecutive
monthly interviews and 32% changed 3-digit
occupations.! This rate of change was much higher
than those indicated by a direct report of change
provided by the respondent at an interview
administered one month later (about 2.5% gross
change for both industry and occupation). A
detailed analysis of the verbatim responses given at
the two interviews attributed about 70% of the
changes in the 3-digit codes to reasons other than
an ‘"actual® change (e.g, wording or coder
problems).

The purpose of the research reported below
was to focus on I/O error related to interviewer
style2 Specifically, this research had two goals:

1. To better understand how interviewers
affect accuracy of the I/O data on the
CPS; and

2. Tos guidelines that can be used
for traming interviewers on the I/O
items.

Much of the variance in the responses to the I/O
items stem from problems interviewers have with
probing and recording information necessary to

ify responses to a 3-digit category (Gaertner,
et al, 1989). The focus of this rescarch was to
better understand the scope and magnitude of
these problems with the goal of developing better
training materials for the interviewers.

As used in this paper, two specific interviewer
behaviors related to the collection process will be
discussed (Esposito, 1990): (1) the recording of
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information provided by the respondent in reply to
specific questions posed by the interviewer, and
(2) probing by the interviewer when inadequate
information iuarovided by the resK:ndent. These
two aspects of the process can have substantial
impacts on all stages of the collection of 1/0 data.
For examly 3:, ﬁxdeMeWkthmm
properly, res nt ma ide i uate
or p:rroneous information. y p;hﬂmly, if the
interviewer does not record ‘the information
properly, the coder will be unable to correctly
classify the case.

2. Research Questions and Design

In order to address both of these aspects of
interviewer behavior, individual sessions with nine
Census coders were conducted. In these sessions
the coder was instructed to:

s Listen to tape recordings of CPS3
interviews containing the 1/O questions;

s Write down information from the
responses that he/she felt would be
necessary to code the case; and

» Critique the interviewer's questioning
strategy. For example, was there
information that the interviewer did not
ask for? What kinds of probes could
have been inserted to mprove the
information provided by the R?

Individual sessions with the coders lasted
approximately one hour. During this time, each
coder was asked to listen to six to cight separate
reports of 1/0. Three forms were filled out by the
coder. The first form was used to record
information from the interview that the coder

was for ifying the case. The
second and third forms were to administer
questions to the coder on the quality of the
interview (e.g., effectiveness of probes).

Two sessions were conducted simultancously
by two different monitors. The monitors controlled
the tape recorder, administered debricfing
questions and answered any questions the coders
had during the process. Two monitors were used
to expedite data collection.

Every effort was made to have at least two
coders listen to the same interview. This allowed
for calculating measures of reliability across coders.
Some effort was made to overlap houscholds across
the two monitors as well. This was less successful,
because of time constraints.



Additional information collected during the
original CPS interview was obtained from the CPS
data-tape. This included:

1. Information written down by the CPS
interviewer; and

2. The codes assigned immediately after the
CPS interview took place. After the CPS
interview, the data are sent to Census’s
data preparation facility in Jeffersonville,
Indiana. The I/O data are coded at this
facility within a short period of time.

For urg)ses of discussion below, the code
m listening to the tape will be referred
to as TRC (Tape Record Code). The code
assigned during the CPS interview will be referred

to as PIC (Phase I Code).

3. Analysis and Results
To investigate issucs related to interviewer
style, two rescarch questions were addressed:

A. What is the difference between the
interviewer and the coder descriptions
and classifications?

B. What comments did the coders have on
xe interviewer’s probes and questioning
?

In this section, the results that directly address cach
of these questions are reported. Prior to

these results, a general description of the sample is
provided.

3.1 Sample

A total of 41 interviews were available for
administration to the coders. Of these 41, 33 were
completed with at least one coder. These 33 were
selected out of the 41 by running through the list of
eligible interviews in sequential order and finishing
as many as possible in the one day allotted for
collecting this information. The sequence of the 41
mtcmewswasnot,asfaraswecantell,aﬁmd:on
of anything related to questionnaire version.

Of the 33 interviews, six were listened to by
one coder, 20 were listened to by two coders, and 7
were listened to by three coders.

data resulted from several sources.
First, several of the tapes were difficult to hear or
inaudible to particular coders. Individual coders
differed in their ability to understand and/or hear
mcularsequcnces. When the coder could not
the data were coded as

Second, thcre were three houschold ID’s that co
not be located on the CPS data file.
Supplementary information could therefore not be
retrieved for these interviews. We s this was
because of transcription of the ID. And third,

662

there was a single interview where the respondent
refused to provide industry information.

g With o::ily 3 mtervnc::sthe dnstribntlon:l{
ustries and occupations not span across
1/O possibilitics. Nevertheless, nt'z):s provide
some variation for a number of dlﬂ"erent 1/0
situations. As one indication of this, the overall
referral rate for these codes was about what
occurred during the CPS interviews as a whole
(17%). This would seem to indicate that the
content of the descriptions presented about the

same difficulty as an average CPS interview.

32 Agreement between Coders and CPS

Interviewers

In order to measure the agreement between
the information heard by the 1/O coder and written
by the interviewer, two codes were compared:
(1) the code assigned by the I/O coder after
listening to the tape (TRC), and (2)the code
assigned at the time of the CPS interview (PIC).
This comparison should provide an overall measure
of the loss of information that is attributable to
transcription of information by the interviewer.

Comparison of Detailed Codes. There are
several ways to measure the difference between the

TRC and the PIC. One such com is by
counting up the total number differences
between ecach TRC-PIC combination.  This

excludes data that arc missing for the reasons
described above. Out of the remaining 125
compari there were 19 (15%) that di
(Table 1). isagrecment here refers to cither:
(a) the codes not matching at the 3-digit level (four
cases), or (b) one of the codes being coded as a
referral® casc (15 cases). The distribution by
industry and occu, is relatively even.

One way to judge this rate is to compare it to
the verification rate derived from the CPS

oduction coding. This rate is calculated by

ving two additional coders classify a sample of
cases.TheratcatwhwhtheCPSeodetagreuwuh
at least onc of thesc additional coders constitutes
" This rate of 95% is a
measure of the overall reliability of coding for the
1/O data. Compared to this standard, the rate of
85% is slightly smaller.

Including “referral” as a legitimate code over-
cstimates the rate of disagreement, since these
represent the most difficult cases to code’ To
some extent, coders have discretion in m&udgmg
whwhcasestorcferandwh:chtotryto . Itis

obablythccasc,thcrefore,thatlf codes
were ultimately assigned a 3-digit code, as in
nonnal oduction coding, many would eventually
situation was simulated by:
a  Decleting those cases where the TRC was
*referred;” and



Substi the PIC code assi
m coder during thc.é;'gwdcodmg'by
process.

When this is done, the rate of disagreement drops
by 50%. Out of the 103 igit TRC-PIC
comparisons that remmn, 8% dlsagree with the
PIC. Unlike the previous com however,
the rate differs significantly industry and
occupation. Only 1 of the 8 differences are for the
former, while 7 are for the latter. This is consistent
with what one would expect, since there are fewer
industry codes than occupation codes.

A second way to judge these data is to
compare the agreement among the TRC and PICs
for the same interview. This controls, to some
extent, for coding reliability. The extent to which
the PIC is in the minority vis @ vis what one would

from the reliability rate of 95% is an
indication of the effect of listening to the ta
collecting information that the interviewer d
write down.

This comparison is restricted to the I/O
reports where at least two coders listened to the

tape. In this case, the PIC is in the minority 9% of
the time (5 out of 53 le com ). This
implies a verification rate (ic., 91%) that is only
slightly smaller than the production verification
rate (95%).’

Overall, therefore, these data do not indicate
a large portion of error that can be directly
attributable to the information transcribed by the
I/O coder.

Comparison of Transcribed Information.
The TRC and PIC seemed to produce
approximately the same set of codes, at lcast within
error associated with reliability. To further
explore differences, a detalled comparison of the
transcriptions and debriefing information was made
for those 19 cases where the TRC and PIC
differed. This comparison was completed by a
Westat 1/0 coder who attempted to pinpoint if the
difference in the TRC and PIC was due to what the
I/O coder heard gr simply to an individual decision
by one of the coders. To the extent that it is due to
what was heard, one can attribute the difference to
problems with what the interviewer had originally
transcribed whea conducting the interview.

In this conpnnson, it is assumed that the
transcription provided by the I/O coder adequately
represents what the 1/O coder thought was
important to classify the casc. If information

important to classifying the case was not written
down by the coder, this analysis will mistakenly
attribute the difference to an individual decision by
the lc;odcr, rather than to something in the interview
itse

Of the 19 differences, 12 can be attributed to
differences in the two transcriptions. For example,
in one case the occupation code differed between
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TRC (387) and PIC (468). The wor. between
thctworevealsthatthedlﬂ'ereneemh:lcngm

"school day care assistant" for TRC
"after school day care assistant]" for PIC

lead to the discrepancy. The TRC wording implies
a conncction to a teaching position to an
clementary school teacher. The PIC wording
implics more of a specialty in day care.

The critical differences in the transcriptions
arc not always due to more information in the
TRC. Thlsnsmdncatedbythcfactthattheavemge
of the number of words m cach of the two sets of
descriptions are identical (133 words).® Subtle
changes in wording or the addition of a single word
can account for the difference, as illustrated above.
Thnsem&h);::mthempoﬂance of the interviewer

what the respondent reports,
wnthasmuchofthcongnaldetadaspossiblc

33 Commeats by Coders on Interviewing Style

When listening to tapes, coders were asked to
comment on the interviewers’ probes. The purpose
of these comments were to provide an indication of
problems interviewers currently have with
collecting information necessary to classify the job.

Coders were asked to provide bothmuw
and nc comments. for
the 33 interviews played to the coders revealed that
Bofthe33hadatleastonccomné:l:onenhcr

or occy These indicate,
theme,thatthem commented at least once
for about 70% of the interviews. Disaggregating by
thcnumberofg:uﬂvevs.nc gative comments, the
former outnumbered the latter by slightly less than
2 to 1 (20 vs. 11).% This last result is somewhat
surprising. It was originally anticipated that the
coders would primarily provide negative comments
on the probes and mnterviewing style for these
items.

The absence of many negative comments may
have simply been a function of the small and
selective nature of the sample of interviews. We
suspect, however, it is also related to the difference
between the coder’s desire to casily classify the case
and a concern with trying to come up with the
"correct” code. This difference is related to the
quality control procedures used by the Census
when assigning 1/O codes. These procedures
consist of having a sample of cases classified by
three coders. One of coders classifics the
case as part of the normal production of the CPS.
Th:dothcrtwocodersdas;fzwtl;‘em%eaﬁer.tlw
production coding is com 0 moaitor
quality,thcthreeeodesmoom Coders are
penalized whenever a code with the
majority. There is no check om whether the
majority code is actually "correct.”

This process conditions the coders to classify
the case into a category that is most likely to agree
with what other coders may assign. Conflicting



There was a clear tendency for the coders to

discourage probing any responses that may have
been ambnguous with regard to what the
respondent was saying, but still "codeable.”

Notwithstanding this last observation, these
data provide some indication that much of the
observed in the I/O data cannot easily
be corrected by trying to improve interviewer’s
ntaneous, or "unstructured,” g‘l skills. 10 If
tEeocoders cannot provide useful pr then it
would seem unrealistic to expect interviewers to do
so. The interviewers are not familiar with the
classification system and the task of generating
}»’obes is, apparently, quite difficult even for those
amiliar with the classification system.

At the very least, these results indicate that it
would uire an extremely skillful interviewer,
well acquainted with the 1/O system, to elicit both
reliable gnd valid information.  Substantially
reducing error variability in the 1/0 has to come
from - introducing structured questions that arc
consistent with how respondents think about and
describe their jobs.

Both general comments and the specific ones
related to the audio tapes can be divided into two
groups. The first consist of comments where the
nterviewer should have tried to collect more
specific information. Examples include:

s Did not ask whether the com
wholesale, retail or something el

s Did not probe for specific information
on the type of industry;

s  Information provided on occupation ly}x
(the "C" linc) was not sufficient

The response cither

refi to a general type of occupation

or to activitics within the occupation; and

y was

s The major activities were not specific

The second comment refers to situations
where the information provided by the respondent
is missing something that is critical to
unambiguously classifying the case. In most of
these cases, however, the interviewer is not in a
position to know what information is required. For
example, in one instance, the respondent described
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an industry as “kitchen ranges - manufacturing” In
order to code the case, however, information on
whether the ranges are commercial or houschold
was needed.

With regard to the third comment, scveral
interviewers said that inadequate occupation names
posc a major problem. This frustration stems from
the fact that the coding rules give this line the
highest priority. Coders arec instructed to try to
code the occupation from this line and use the
information on the activities line when necessary.
If no clear occupation name ﬁnf'&m’ however, it
is difficult for the coder to a proper code. In
response to this frustration, several coders
suggested that interviewers be instructed to ask the
rcspondent for an occupational title. This would
gu‘ the coder with a name that could be

ed among the cligible codes.

The fourth comment refers to descriptions of
activitics that do not provide the coder with
adequate information to code a case. When this
comment was made by a coder, it typically
consisted of for more specific information
about the content of the job (similar to the second
comment above on industry).

The second type of problem relates to the
interviewer asking for too much information.
Examples include:

s Conflicting information on the major
activity line was not resolved.

s The interviewer asked too many
questions. She did not stop when there
was enough information to code the case.

gencral comments that claimed that asking for
major activities hurts as much as it assists in the
eoimg ocess. These coders thought that since
the information required to code a case
comcs from the name of the occupation,
interviewers should concentrate om getting
information here. The activity line comm
conflicts with the information on occupation
and makes it more difficult to code the case

4. Discussion and Recommendations

In this section, we discuss the results of
rescarch relative to the two stated in the
section of the paper (i, to understand
interviewers affect the accuracy of 1/0
collected in the CPS, and to suggest guidelines
can be used for training interviewers on the I/
items).

41 Training Interviewers to Ask 1/0 Questions

codm:hc b, ntlon:fdthct:cm dun:ﬁand
ing problems me

this research can be traced to interv:ewcr’sla

of familiarity with the coding rules used by coders

%’é’i
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and with the inherent complexitics of the Census
I/0 d?ﬁtf:m m. If mtcmc:lvleers were
aware coding rules, per could
climinate some of thesec am hagdcsa’:lptlons.
Five specific recommendations were made to
accomplish this.

R1. Traia interd il fitle of
response as possible.

®  Record as much information as possible
(within reason). This includes the exact
words used and, when possible, the order
the words are spoken. Techniques that
might assist the interviewer are:

—~ Be ready to type in the answer as
soon as the respondent speaks, and

- To slow the respondent down when
he/she is going too fast.

Given the fact that, on average, interviewers
and coders recorded approximate '13 words in
response to the two occupation questions, this does
not appear to be an unreasonable task.

= Repeat back what is written down for each
question. This includes verifying the
spelling of names or technical terms used
in the iption.

This recommendation has to be balanced
against several competing constraints.  First,
interviewers have very little space in which to write.
Second, the use of dependent interviewing places a
demand on constructing coherent descriptions that
can be casily read by the interviewer at future
interviews. Both of these constraints require the
interviewer to filter information when recording
I/O data. Nonectheless, both of the above
procedural recommendations should improve the
R’s ability to capture critical information as the
respondent describes his/her job.

R2. Train intery o the i ‘

obtaining an occupation name.
Probes that may be useful for this purpose
are:

s "What do you call your job?"
s "What is the name of your occupation?”

»  (proxy) "What does (he/she) generally
call (his/her) job?"

Wﬁw}.. ol Aot

s In the last six months, which of these
activities did you do most of the time?
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s Which are your primary activitics?

R4. Train intcrviewers as coders.

A more cffective, but time consuming, way to
acquaint interviewers with the coding rules would
be to train them as coders. This was actually
suggested by several I/O coders during this
rescarch. Thctmﬁwonld notﬁ;rl:to the more
detailed rules 1/0 rs have to (e.g,, when
to refer a case, ve ll:ll::g
auxiliary lists). ltwouldsnmplyprovndc
the basic procedures coders go through and thea
have them classify a number of cases using these

document to assist in probing.

The primary concern here would be that it
would meake the mtemrv:iewer’s dtask more
comphcat Looking up industry an: occupation

while on the phome is not
strmghtforward.u If a list is constructed, it would
have to be relatively short and casy to use.

42 Understanding Interviewer Error

While this research was based on a relatively

mnumber%fbh ul:toe? collecting 1/0
into problems rel to

information. At the outset, it was on&ally
hypothesized that coders would have a number of
comments on relevant probes that should be used.
This did not turn out to be the case. In fact, there
were more positive remarks about the interviewing
style than negative. In of this qualitative
observanonwasd;factthatahrgema;omyofthe
ndcnucaltothoscassxgncdattheumeﬂtheCPS
interview.

The small number of comments by the coders
reflects, in part, the difference between coding
reliability and validity. This high agreement
between coders and mtervwwers, however, also
reflects the fact that generating thecorrectptobels
a very difficult cognitive task. The I/O system is
very complicated and even though the coders are
familiar with the system, supplying the correct
probe requires complex comparisons between

of codes. The implication is that it
is probably asking too much of interviewers to
gencrate probes without providing more structure
in the questionnaire.  As_the questionnaire
becomes automated, it is possible to accommodate
this structure by developing more complicated
branching systems. This system, for example, may
usekcywordstoprovndestmcturedptobutothc
interviewer.
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Footnotes

This rescarch was conducted as part of a
larger rescarch project to assist in the re-
design of the CPS. (Cantor and Levin, 1992.)

Changes in the major 1/0O groups were about
half these rates.

The CPS interviews were conducted as part of
Phase I of the CPS redesign (R , et al,
1991). Three different versions of the CPS
were administered as of this test. All
three were used in analysis discussed
below.

Referral cases are those interviews where the
coder could not classify the case. These cases
are then "referred” to a senior coder when
arriving at a final code.

The verification rate for codes referred is
around 85%.

There was onc casc where the PIC agreed
with one of the 3 TRCs assi to the
interview. This was not inch in the §
minority codes.

A second way to view this is by comparing all
TRC's that were coded for the same case.
Out of a total 104 such comparisons, there
were 12 disagreements (11%).

When there was a refusal to answer the
question or there simply was not any
information, nothing was counted as a word.

Of the 23 interviews that had at least one
comment, 8 had both positive and negative
comments.

This is to be distinguished from structured
probes that are written into the questionnaire.
'I‘lnswasevndentfromoutexpemnee%

1/0 code classify respondents
g?ﬂng‘othcmﬁthcphom

Assigned from the Tape Recording by Industry/Occupation and Agreement
with Codes Assigned from the Phase I Interview®

Agreed with Phase I Code?

No Yes Total

Industry 8 54 62
(13%) (87%) (100%)

Occupation 1 52 63
(17%) (83%) (100%)

Total 19 106 125
(15%) (85%) (100%)

"Ihetaperecordmgcoded:ﬁeedmththemanleodewheneiﬂm: (1) one was referred and the other was not, or

(2) the tape recording code

ered from the non-referred Phase 1 code.



