Persons using assistive technology may not be able to fully access information in this file. For assistance, e-mail AgingResearchBiobank@imsweb.com. Include the website and filename in
your message.

Interviewing Guidelines
MOST Operations Manual Chapter 2D, page 1

INTERVIEWING GUIDELINES

TABLE OF CONTENTS
1. 8 oo (U o 1 o] o S 3
2. INEEIVIBWET FOIES ...ttt ettt et e be s e steebees e saeese e besneeneenteenes 3
2.1 =T o] o= a1 1 V=R (0 o | SRS 3
2.2 MANAYE ThE INTEIVIEW ...ttt sttt sr et e sa e sr e s be e b s reene e resne s 4
2.3 LO70] L=Tot o 1 7 USRS 4
2.4 Clarify the nature of the research SETtING.......cccocv i 4
3. GENEIAl QUIEBTINES ...ttt ettt s b e et e s be e te e e e s teanaestesteenbesreanes 5
3.1 INTErVIEWET PIEPAIATION. ......eitiiiieiieiieii ettt bbbt bbbttt b b 5
3.2 CoNditionS OF INTEIVIBWING......cviiiiiiiitiicrie bbb 7
3.3 I LT oY SRR 8
3.4 SPECIAL AITFICUITIES ...t ettt 9
3.5 Special considerations for interviewing elderly Persons..........ccccoceoiiinineneieicisscee e 12
4. SPECITIC GUITBTINES. .. eee et e te e be et e e re e s s e e e reeeteesbeesreesneesneeanrens 13
4.1 INTEIVIEWET INSTFUCTIONS .. .ottt ettt 13
4.2 8 oo [0 o o] TS 13
4.3 Stem and conditional QUESTIONS.........ccviiii i e s re e s esneesnre s 13
4.4 e 0o ISt o] o o] o -SSR 13
45 OPEN-ENAEA QUESTIONS ...ttt bbbttt 13
4.6 ChANGE OF NSWET ...ttt b ettt bt b 14
4.7 Other (SPECIFY) FESPONSES. .. .ectieiteeiteeiteeaee et e steesteesseessresseeeteesseessesssesssesassasseessesssessseeseesses 14
4.8 RESPONSE CANTUS. ...ttt bbbttt b bbbt s et b et bt e 14
8.9 EAITING .oovvoveeeeieceeeeeeeeeee et 14
s O Aol oto 10 [ o1 o (0] A YZ=T Yo [ 1=1:3 1 o o SR 15
4.11  Be sure the participant's answer fits into a response Category.........ocoocevvveereveereeseseeseseeenns 15
4.12 Do not question the validity of the participant’s reSPONSES .........ccocvviierenerieieisese e 15
4.13  Special considerations for "frequency’ qQUESTIONS.........ccccevveiieeiie v 15
414 Time frame fOr QUESTIONS .........coi ittt be e b re e e e reenes 15
5. HOW 0 gt @0EQUALE GNSWETS .....cviiiiiieieeieieieei ettt ettt nbe s 16
51 Ask the questions exactly as worded and in the same order as they appear in the................ 16
(o [N cE] W0 o T Ul =SSR 16
5.2 Don't try to explain the QUESTION ..........cuiii e 16
53 Don't define terms USed iN QUESTIONS ........ccvoiiiiiiiiiiieite e 16
5.4 Don't leave a question until you have an adequate answer or have determined that a
participant can't give @ ClEArer @NSWEL ...........ccvciiiiiiiiiiie et 16
55 Don't accept a ""don’t know"* without probing at 1east ONce.............ccocvvereneiiicininsee 17
5.6 Use neutral probes that do NOt SUGUEST @NSWETS ..........ecviriiiieieieisisie e e 17
5.7 Probing for answers to closed-ended QUESTIONS ..........c.coviieiieiicie s 17
5.8 Probing for answers to open-ended QUESTIONS ..........cccereiiiieiinise e 18
5.9 Many interviewers forget to use two of the most effective neutral probes: silence and
repeating the original QUESTION.........c.ooiii e 18
5.10  Other neutral probes that you will find useful are.............ccccoo e, 18
5.11  Generally speaking, we avoid some neutral probes in favor of others..........c.cccccovvviveiiiennn. 19
5.12  Watch your tone of voice and facial expressions in face-to-face interviewing...........c...c........ 20
5.13  WaLCh O VAQUE GNSWELS.....c.uiiiiiieiieciie ettt sttt ettt e te et aestestaebeste e s e besneesresteenaesreenes 20
5.14  Guard against ambigUOUS GNSWEN ...........cceeueiieiieiieiteeitesteseesesteesaesreesaesbesseasestessaesaesseessesresses 20
515 Avoid "depends' or "qualified" NSWEFS .........ccoiiiiiiiriiieee e e 20
5.16  Clarify one response before asking fOr MOFE ..........cccvoiiiiiie i e 21
Interviewing Guidelines Version 1.0p

June 2013



Interviewing Guidelines

MOST Operations Manual Vol. 1V Chapter 2D, page 2
5.17  Make your probe consistent with the purpose of the question...........ccccccvviveii v, 21
5.18 When in doubt as to what is needed, get more rather than less than may be needed ............ 22
6. QUATTEY @SSUFAINCE ...ttt bbbt b bbbttt b ettt na e 22
6.1 TraiNiNG FEQUITEMENTS .....oiiiiiii ittt et e ete s e steese e besaeeneesteaseeseeseeeneeseeaneas 22
6.2 Certification FEQUITEMENTS ........ccviiiiie et e s e e e ee e ste e sreesreesreesneesneens 22
6.3 Quality assuranCe ChECKIIST ..........coiiiiiii et sre e b ere s 22
Appendix 1 Standard SUrVeY INTEIVIEWING ..ot 24
Appendix 2 Physical Activity Scale for the Elderly (PASE) .......cccooiiiii e 37

Interviewing Guidelines Version 1.0p

June 2013



Interviewing Guidelines
MOST Operations Manual Vol. IV Chapter 2D, page 3

1. Introduction

This chapter contains general guidelines for interviewing, procedures for handling special
difficulties, special considerations for interviewing elderly persons, and specific guidelines
including how to probe for answers.

2. Interviewer roles

Although the ultimate goal of the research interview is standardized and reliable collection of
data, the interviewer also plays an important role in serving as the human conduit of information
from participants to the database. The way the interviewer conducts the interviews both
facilitates and standardizes the gathering of the data. The following are some of the important
roles of the interviewer:

2.1 Represent the study

« Asan interviewer, you are the participant's link with the research project. While you do
not act alone in the relationship with the participant, an unpleasant interview experience
could tip the balance for a participant who is beginning to lose interest or is
contemplating withdrawal.

« Always be polite. Remember, you represent the project and your co-workers. Call
participants by name to make their experience more personal. Use titles (Ms., Mrs.) and
last names unless the participant requests otherwise.

« Impart to the participants respect for the confidentiality of the information they provide
by focusing your attention on them alone.

« Leave the participant with an overall feeling of well-being. The goal is to make the
participant's encounters pleasant enough to be worth repeating.

« Be friendly but not chummy. Use a manner of speaking that is natural to you. If your
usual style is too casual, then with your supervisor's help, develop a genuine firm and
even manner.

» Approach the interview with pleasure and assume that the participant will do the same.
Most people like being asked about themselves and their well-being; you are giving
participants an opportunity to express themselves.

» Dress for a supporting, not a starring role in the survey scenario. Neatness and
professionalism are the rule.
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When appropriate, keep contact notes on your conversations with participants for use by
other research staff. Record participant information that another interviewer might
reasonably be expected to know, not gossipy kinds of information.

Review contact notes before each new contact. Be careful when using comments
recorded by another interviewer. There is a difference between "remembering” a
participant and "talking about" a participant, which may be interpreted as a breach of
confidentiality.

2.2 Manage the interview

Control and focus the interview without dominating the participant. Your job is to get
information, not to show what you know. The participant's answers to the questions are
important. You convey that importance by your professional demeanor, by maintaining
control of the situation, and by focusing on the content of the interview.

Be politely firm and businesslike; timidity signals lack of confidence. If you
communicate insecurity or hesitancy to participants, some of them will take advantage
and assume a power position, others will feel sympathetic and assume a "mother"
position. In either case, the participant's responses could be biased: The participant
assuming the power position could distort strong opinions to keep the position; the
mothering participant could try to make the interviewer's job easier by answering
obligingly.

2.3 Collect data

Understand the purpose and meaning of the data items on the forms. If you don't
understand, ask your supervisor for clarification.

Take no personal stake in the content of the interview. Make sure your opinions and
behavior neither add to nor subtract from the research intention of any items on the
forms.

2.4 Clarify the nature of the research setting

When seen in a clinic setting, the participant should continue to be informed that although the
clinical center resembles a medical clinic, it is not a medical care facility. The participant should
be aware that you as an interviewer are not a caregiver, helper, or advisor. The following
characteristics distinguish clinical centers from medical care facilities:

1) Personnel who staff the clinical centers are part of a research team.

2) Research project interviewers are not caregivers, helpers, or advisors. The following is a

sample explanation you can give to a participant who may have forgotten the distinction
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3)

4)

between a clinical research center and a medical care facility that has been presented to
them on previous Visits:

"Because this is a research study, when you go in for your physical examination, you may
notice some similarities between our clinical center and your physician's office. This can
create some confusion about what to expect when you come to visit us.

"We want you to know that we are not your primary care providers. While we perform
some of the same procedures as your physician, we do not collect complete information
on your health. Your family physician or primary care provider knows you best and can
provide you with complete medical care or refer you to other physicians or specialists.

"We are concerned about you and your health, however, so we offer the following:

“We refer you to your family physician or primary care provider if we find something
that we feel you should know about or should check more thoroughly.”

Individuals who take part in the study are participants, not patients or subjects — they
join and remain voluntarily.

Participants contribute to the content of scientific knowledge without gaining much for
themselves.

3. General guidelines

A data collection instrument is only as good as the interviewer's skills in using it, and good
interviewing requires very special skills.

3.1 Interviewer preparation

Studies have shown that a participant often remembers more about the interviewer and how the
interview was conducted than about the topics covered during the interview. This finding
emphasizes important aspects of interviewing:

An interviewer must be an understanding person capable of accepting what the
participant says without showing reactions of either approval or disapproval; the
participant must feel that their ideas are important, and that there are no right or wrong
answers.

An interviewer must not influence the participant by anything they say or do.

An interviewer must help the participant feel that the interview is an important
contribution to research.
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For successful interviewing, you should have broad knowledge of the research project interview
task as well as of the forms and how to fill them out. Your knowledge base should include the
following:

1) Understand the nature of research interviewing:

An interview is a social interaction designed to exchange information between a questioner and a
participant. The quality of the information exchanged depends upon the skill of the interviewer
in handling that relationship.

2) Understand the scope of research interviewing:

The research project interviewer collects data that will answer research questions and aid in
policy decisions in public health.

3) Understand the objective of the research interview:

» The research interview contains elements that separate it from other kinds of
interviewing. Strictly speaking, the research interview is a relationship in which the
interviewer has the practical, utilitarian goal of data collection. Research project
interviewers must combine the utilitarian objective with the more social objective of
participant retention.

« The retention objective is an important one, and social interaction should be a part of
every interview. But it is also important that the interview not drift into lengthy
conversation. Conversation of a general nature for the purpose of participant bonding
should be confined to a few minutes at the beginning and the end of participant visits or
phone calls.

4) Understand the significance of research interviewing:

The research project is dependent upon the reliability and validity of the data collected by its
interviewers. Bias in interviewing can compromise data.

« The interviewer reduces the chance of bias by presenting neutral reactions to all answers
and by maintaining a brisk, regular pace of question delivery. Regardless of how
carefully worded the questions and how neutrally presented, research interviews are
subject to bias from two sources: interviewer delivery and participant responses. It is the
interviewer's job to minimize bias from either source.

« Interviewers can introduce bias into survey results by interpreting answers, favoring one
answer over another, treating some questions as sensitive, reacting to liked or disliked
participant characteristics, or using slanted probes or positive or negative filler words. To
avoid these potential sources of bias, interviewers must perfect both neutral delivery and
neutral response.
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Participants can bias their responses by trying to answer questions when they simply
don't know the answers. Even when participants know the answers, they don't always
give them truthfully. They often don't realize that they're not being truthful. Participants
may bias their responses unconsciously by slanting answers to make themselves feel
better, to give responses they think their friends would, or to provide answers they think
the interviewer expects. The interviewer overcomes participants' emotional, unconscious
bias tendencies by presenting questions at a regular pace and by maintaining neutrality.

5) Know the forms thoroughly:

Follow all instructions and suggested scripts contained on the form itself and in the
operations manual. Following or not following the instructions, scripts, or recommended
remarks makes the difference between consistent and inconsistent data.

Study the questions and data items on the forms so that you understand what they mean.
Become familiar enough with them so that you can ask the questions instead of reading
them, but don't try to ask questions from memory alone. Use the form as a reference at all
times. Practice parts of the interviews that seem awkward or unnatural to you until you
can ask the questions in a natural manner.

Review the instructions for each form regularly. Do not rely solely on memory for
detailed instructions on form use.

Use the scripted parts of the interview as they are written. Discuss with your supervisor
the content and flow of recommended remarks, especially when in doubt about
appropriate procedures to follow in unusual situations. It is important to communicate to
your supervisor and, if appropriate, the Coordinating Center for the study, any specific
problems and suggestions for improvement.

3.2 Conditions of interviewing

Strive to achieve the following conditions:

All interviewing should be done in privacy. You cannot expect the same answers when a
person speaks in front of others as when they speak to you alone. Also, an interview
conducted with others present will take longer to complete. If others are present, make
every effort to get them to leave the room. It is not impolite to indicate you were told to
interview the participant alone.

It is possible that an over-protective relative or a shy participant will not permit a private
interview. In these situations you must focus on the target participant and minimize any
participation from the other person.

- It may also be possible to enlist the help of the participant in asking the other person
to permit the participant to answer for themselves.

Interviewing Guidelines Version 1.0p

June 2013



Interviewing Guidelines
MOST Operations Manual Vol. IV Chapter 2D, page 8

- If the other person continues to insist on intruding, firmly state you have been told to
get the participant's answers only, but that you could talk with the other person briefly
after you have finished the interview.

- Then be pointed in directing your questions to the participant and in maintaining
steady eye contact with the participant.

Both of you should be seated comfortably in a quiet location. Try to be in a position that will:

« allow you to have easy eye contact with the participant,

enable you to be heard without raising your voice,

avoid light glaring in either the participant's or your eyes,

« permit you to write unobtrusively, and
Always carry a clipboard with you for writing in case there is no table convenient on which to
write.
3.3 Delivery
1) Set the appropriate pace:

« Use a brisk, businesslike pace, but don't rush the participant or show impatience.

« Vary from your established pace on cues from the participant. If the participant shows
frustration or lack of understanding, then slow down. If the participant shows annoyance

or jumps in with answers to anticipated questions, then speed up. But do not skip
questions.

2) Maintain a neutral tone:

Speak distinctly, without unusual inflection that could draw undue attention to part of a question.
Do not place emphasis on specific response alternatives.

3) Maintain a neutral response:

« Record information faithfully regardless of whether you think it's good, bad, boring, or
exciting. Keep your reactions to yourself, no matter what you may think of an individual
or the feelings expressed. Practice not feeling a reaction; school yourself out of emotional
attachment to the information you hear.

» Inspire confidence by your detachment, so that participants feel comfortable giving you
the unvarnished truth. Do not indicate surprise, pleasure, approval, or disapproval of any
answer by word or action. Do not smile, grimace, gasp, laugh, frown, agree, or disagree.
Even a slight intake of breath or a raised eyebrow may indicate to a participant that you
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are reacting to an answer. Project smooth, gracious acceptance of information, no matter
how outrageous the content.

4) Deliver the questions thoughtfully:

» Make your delivery smooth, natural, and enthusiastic. Avoid sounding like a robot.
Sound fresh for everyone. You may ask the same questions a dozen times in a day, but
participants hear them only once in their interview.

» Use the questions, scripts, or recommended remarks as they are written, without apology.
Do not try to justify questions or to defend a line of inquiry; you are asking questions that
have been asked of many other participants. Tell your supervisor if you find a problem
with the wording of a question.

» Emphasize that there are no right or wrong answers; the only thing that matters is the
truth from the participant.

3.4 Special difficulties

At times you may confront some difficulties in interviewing. Some suggestions on how to
handle special situations follow:

1) A participant with difficulty hearing:

« Sit close enough to the participant so that you do not have to shout. Make sure your face
is clearly visible and not obscured by hair, glare, or shadows for participants who might
rely on lip-reading.

« Slow down for participants with hearing problems and speak in lower-pitched (more
bass-pitched, not soft-spoken or high-pitched) tones. If you need to increase the volume,
move closer to the participant to avoid shouting. For some people the more you raise
your voice, the more distorted the voice sounds to the participant and the harder you are
to hear. The participant may also turn their "good" ear toward you. Take this cue to speak
clearly and distinctly toward that side.

» If necessary, let the participant read the questions from a blank form while you read the
questions aloud.

2) A participant with limited vision:

If the participant is so visually impaired that they cannot read the materials you hand them, read
the materials to the participant.

3) A participant with difficulty understanding a question:

» Take responsibility for making questions understandable.
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- Do not make participants feel that it's their fault if they don't understand a question.

- Take away the burden of not remembering: participants shouldn't feel ashamed by
lack of recall.

- Ifa participant doesn't remember a date, lead a discussion back through some
prominent seasons or events, repeating the phrase of the question as you go.

If a participant does not understand a question, repeat the question clearly, slowly, and
without raising your voice, possibly changing the emphasis of the words or the tone of
your voice. Repeat it twice if the participant has patience for it. After that, record
whatever answer the participant offers and go on. Don't risk annoying the participant for
the sake of an answer to a single question.

Under no circumstances are you to reword, explain, or interpret the question. Encourage
the participant to do the best they can. If they still do not understand, treat as missing data
and move on.

4) A very talkative participant:

Frequently you will encounter a participant who wants to talk at much length about
themselves or in a social manner, or a participant who is not able or willing to focus on
the individual questions. While being accepting of the person and their needs, do not
hesitate to interrupt the participant gently but firmly, saying something like, "I don't want
to take up too much of your time, so let me ask you now: (repeat question)."

It also helps to lose eye contact with the participant, look down at the interview
instrument, then look up and say, "Perhaps you can tell me more about that when we are
finished. Now I'd like to ask you...," "Isn't that interesting. Now let me ask you this..." as
a last resort, "Excuse me, but let's get back to the question: (repeat question)."

5) A participant who becomes upset:

Very occasionally a participant will become upset or cry during the interview. Talking
about cancer or heart disease can arouse emotion in many people. Participants who have
recently lost loved ones, especially to one of these illnesses, may become upset with
some questions.

If this happens, decide where your responsibility as a person begins. There are no hard
and fast rules. Remain calm but not distant or cold; let the emotion run its course. Have
tissues available. Often participants who have experienced losses express strong
motivation to continue with the project to contribute to the disease prevention effort.

Generally, you should be sympathetic without becoming involved. Do not routinely
probe as to why the participant is upset or crying. In some cases it may be helpful to
divert the participant's attention from their distress back to the interview. In fact, it may
sometimes be very reassuring to the person for you simply to say, in a matter-of-fact
voice, "Now let me ask you... (next question)." In others, this may have an adverse effect.
When the participant is able, return to the interview. If the interview is completed and the
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participant is still upset, don't leave them until they have regained composure. If
necessary, socialize to help accomplish this.

It is, of course, imperative that you not try to be a psychotherapist. It is one thing to be an
understanding listener who conveys human sympathy but quite another to participate
actively in drawing out material relating to personal problems. The latter should not be
done. Each center should establish a channel through which a referral for counseling or
emergency help might be obtained if necessary. Unless it is a matter of risk to the life of a
person, however, no such referral can be made without the prior permission of the
interviewee.

Stop the interview if a participant is clearly unable to finish the visit. Offer a quiet place;
get a supervisor or manager to help. If you cannot reschedule immediately, be sure to
arrange to call the participant within a few days—just to make sure everything is all right
and to try to reschedule the visit.

6) A participant who is unable to handle the interview:

In some very few cases it will be apparent that the participant is not physically, intellectually,
and/or emotionally capable of participating in the interview, although they have agreed to do so.

Judgment to discontinue the interview is to be made by you based not upon incorrect
answers to any single or group of factual or other questions, but upon a trend indicating
gross cognitive incompetence, inability to comprehend the questions, inappropriate
answers, or grossly contradictory answers. These would indicate the instrument will not
obtain meaningful information about the participant and is probably a severe burden to
the participant.

Be alert, however, to distinguish the participant who is not oriented as to time, place etc.,
yet can give good information about their life, in which case the interview can be
conducted.

7) A participant who has strong objections to questions:

Assume the burden of communication; take the blame for misunderstandings.

- If a participant fails to grasp the meaning of a question, admit that perhaps you didn't
deliver it clearly and repeat the question.

- Do not give the participant the impression that the questions were too difficult for
them to answer.

If the participant is angry, reluctant, or impatient about a single question or series of
questions, respond in a non-defensive tone as though you have heard the objection
before. Don't delay the interview any more than necessary; move on to the next question.
If the participant pursues the objection, remind the participant that although the
researcher had a purpose in including the question in the interview, the participant doesn't
have to answer the question.
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« If a participant hesitates or refuses to answer, repeat the question. Say, "Let me go over
that again. If you don't want to answer, that's your choice; but my instructions are to ask
each of the questions.” Add that the participant's feelings or opinions about the question
are important. If the participant still refuses, accept the refusal graciously and go on to the
next question.

8) A participant who is impatient with the length of the interview:

If a participant is anxious to finish the interview and says so, say, "I need only a few more
minutes of your time. Your answers are important to us, and we'd like to have all of them."

9) A participant who is curious about the research:

» Be ready with standard replies for people who want to know more about the research.
Do not get involved in long explanations of the project, the forms, the research methods,
or the outcomes of the study. Be sure to use standard responses.

« Treat as extraneous conversation remarks from participants who want you to tell them
why certain questions are included in the interview. Do not invent your own
explanations.

» For participants who persist, tell them that the researcher had a purpose for the question
and that you must ask all the questions as they are written. Invite participants to talk to
your supervisor if they wish to carry a discussion further.

3.5 Special considerations for interviewing elderly persons

Interviewing older persons is basically similar to interviewing persons of any age. There is
considerable variation among older people just as there is among persons of other ages. Most of
the older persons you will interview will be able to respond to all questions.

« Many older persons have had little experience being interviewed. A major task of the
interviewer is to clarify what is expected of a participant and to guide them comfortably
through the interview. Most people are pleased to be chosen as participants and to know
that their answers may contribute to solving the problems of other people. Your
personality and ability to put the participant at ease are usually all that are needed for a
successful interview.

« Ask all questions, but most particularly those of a personal nature such as age and
education in a straightforward, matter-of-fact tone of voice; accept all answers without
showing surprise, approval, or disapproval.

« Aninterview is a two-way street: the participant must understand you and you must
understand them. Speak clearly and slowly. Speaking quickly will not speed up an
interview but, rather, it may confuse the participant and actually slow up the interview.
Always listen very carefully.
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« Gauge your pace according to the needs of the participant. Some elderly participants may
require a slower delivery; others may be insulted by it.

4. Specific guidelines

4.1 Interviewer instructions

Interviewer instructions are distinguished from questions to be asked of participants. They are
not to be read to the participant.

4.2 Introductions

Sometimes an introductory sentence is used to ease into a question and maintain the flow of the
questionnaire. Read the introduction to the participant as it is written.

4.3 Stem and conditional questions

« Stem or primary questions (those asked of all participants) are numbered and out at the
left margin.

« Conditional questions (those asked of some participants) are generally enclosed in boxes.
Arrows from the answer boxes for stem questions point the way to the conditional or to
the next question.

4.4 Response options

Most of the questions have specific response options. (Yes, No, and Don't Know are very
common). The bubble corresponding to the participant's answer should be filled in. Only one
bubble is marked per question, unless the instructions state otherwise.

4.5 Open-ended questions

The questionnaire may contain questions that do not have a series of response options, i.e., are
open-ended. If an answer does not seem meaningful or complete, you can encourage the
participant to expand or elaborate their answer by "probing."

» Probing must be nondirective, i.e., a question or statement by the interviewer that does
not suggest an answer, but does stimulate further communication. ALL of us use
nondirective probes every day when we say: "What do you mean?," "Tell me about
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the...,” "In what way?,” "Yes?,"” "Why?," "I'd like to hear more about that...," "Uh-huh...,"
or "l see...." (See below for more details about probing).

4.6 Change of answer

» Never erase an answer. If the participant changes their mind while you are recording the
answer to an open-ended question, just continue recording verbatim.

« If the participant changes their answer to a pre-coded question or you make a recording
error, put a slash through the answer that has been incorrectly marked, and mark the
correct one. Circle, initial and date the correction.

« If at a later part of the interview the participant mentions something that adds to or
contradicts an earlier response (e.g., a hospitalization is mentioned that was not reported
earlier), or the participant draws attention to a previous omission (e.g., "Oh, | forgot to
tell you about being in the hospital for cataracts.”): probe to correct for obvious
contradictions, e.g., "'l must have gotten something wrong; you just said -- but I thought
you said previously that...."

4.7 Other (SPECIFY) responses

Some questions combine the features of both pre-coded close-ended and open-ended questions.
In addition to the pre-coded answer categories, provision is made to record an answer that does
not fit into any of the pre-coded categories:

"Other (Specify)." The word "Specify” or "Describe," enclosed in parenthesis, is an
instruction to mark the code for "Other" and to write in the verbatim handwritten
response.

4.8 Response cards

It is often easier for a person to answer a multiple-choice question if the choices are on a card
that is handed to the participant listing the response options. You will be directed by “interviewer
notes” to show response cards, some of which are optional and some of which are required.

4.9 Editing

All answers must be obtained and recorded at the time of the interview. Nothing is to be written

in afterwards. Check the questionnaire to see that all questions are answered completely while
you are in the presence of the participant.
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4.10 Account for every question

All questions are to be asked in the order in which they appear and exactly as they are printed.
Ask every question unless there is a SKIP instruction. Never assume you know the answer.
Record an answer for every question. Most questions generally include DON’T
KNOW/REFUSED response options.

4.11 Be sure the participant’s answer fits into a response category

If the participant replies in an ambiguous way, like "sometimes yes, sometimes no," to help them
resolve this to a single answer, you might ask, "If you had to choose, is it usually yes or no?"

4.12 Do not question the validity of the participant's responses

If it appears by their response that the participant misunderstood a question, please repeat the
question exactly as it is written on the questionnaire.

4.13 Special considerations for "*frequency'* questions

« Clarify the time span: Many questions ask about behavior "during the past twelve
months™ or "during the past year." From time to time reemphasize "past 12 months." It is
usually a good idea to restate the time frame as "since this time last (May)."

« Obtain specific frequency responses: Frequency questions are generally pre-coded to
translate unstructured answers into categories.

- People don't usually think about the frequency of their behavior, and, therefore, some
participants have difficulty in answering.

- Repeating the question, stressing "about how often..." sometimes helps.

- If the participant answers in a very general way, like "whenever | have time" or
"pretty often,” ask about how often this is on the average.

- If the participant still cannot answer, read the categories and allow them to choose the
most appropriate one.

4.14 Time frame for questions
Responses should apply to the participant at the time of the interview:
« Some questions are meant to assess the participant as they are at the moment, much like a

snapshot of a person. If a participant is currently doing things differently than they
usually do, decide for yourself whether the current situation is very temporary.
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« If the participant's situation may or may not be temporary, code according to current
functioning (e.g., if the participant is receiving help with activities of daily life because
they are incapacitated with a broken hip, rate as "with help," because one cannot
determine how long the condition will continue or if they will resume their former level
of functioning.)

5. How to get adequate answers

5.1 Ask the questions exactly as worded and in the same order as they appear in the
questionnaire

Minor changes in wording can completely change the meaning of a question. Unless each
interviewer asks the questions exactly as shown, the answers may be meaningless. One
exception to this rule is that for certain factual questions you should watch for inconsistencies
and try to get the correct fact.

5.2 Don't try to explain the question

Be neutral. As indicated earlier, if a participant does not seem to understand a question, repeat
the question slowly and clearly.

- Give the participant time to think about the question.

- Unless you have other information about handling specific questions, the only acceptable
answer for a participant who wants to know what a question means is "Whatever it means
to you."

- Never explain the meaning or purpose of a question unless the interviewer instructions
authorize you to do so.

5.3 Don't define terms used in questions

Some participants may ask you what we mean by a word used in a question. Leave the matter of
definition to the participant, except where the written instructions authorize a definition or
alternative wording. Instead of offering your own definition (while another interviewer is
suggesting a completely different definition to someone else), simply say "Whatever you think it
means" or "just whatever it means to you" or "However you use the term."

5.4 Don't leave a question until you have an adequate answer or have determined that a
participant can't give a clearer answer

Interviewing Guidelines Version 1.0p
June 2013



Interviewing Guidelines
MOST Operations Manual Vol. 1V Chapter 2D, page 17

5.5 Don't accept a ""don't know"" without probing at least once

A participant may answer a question by saying "I don't know" when what they really mean is
they never thought about it or they need time to think.

- Give them a chance to collect their thoughts and express them.

- With skillful help, with encouragement and time, an inarticulate participant may provide
an answer to the question.

- Ingeneral, if a participant can make a judgment in favor of a response other than "don't
know," the usefulness of the data is greatly increased.

5.6 Use neutral probes that do not suggest answers
Probes are needed to obtain more complete and detailed answers.

« All probes must be non-directive. That is, your probe must not suggest any particular
answer to the participant.

» Probes should be used whenever the participant is hesitant in answering the questions.

- when they seem to have trouble expressing themselves
- when they seem too shy to speak at length

- whenever there is any reason for the interviewer to think that the participant has not
given a complete report of their thinking

- reassuring probes are needed when a participant seems to lack confidence.

5.7 Probing for answers to closed-ended questions

In closed-ended questions, the need for probing arises when the participant gives an answer that
is not included in the response categories.

Example: The question, "Have you felt so down in the dumps that nothing could cheer you
up?" asks the participant about general depression. You read the instructions and the
question, and the participant says, "Well, everybody has those feelings sometimes."

Repeat the response categories, "Would you say you were down or depressed: Not at all, A
little, Enough to bother you, Quite a bit, Very much so, or Extremely so?"

Participant: "Well, | was blue for a day or two."

Ask the participant to choose the category that fits best and repeat the categories.
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5.8 Probing for answers to open-ended questions

In open-ended questions two problems call for probing: the need to clarify a response and the
need to get additional information in a response.

The following are examples of neutral probes to clarify:

“What do you mean by that?” “Why do you say that?”” “In what way was it a problem?”
“Could you rephrase that?”

The following are some examples of neutral probes to get additional information:

“Are there other (repeat the phrase from the question)?” “How else would you describe
(repeat the phrase from the question)?” “What else (repeat the phrase from the
question)?”

5.9 Many interviewers forget to use two of the most effective neutral probes: silence and
repeating the original question

The value of silence in an interview is very important. The interviewer who can wait
patiently and quietly with an interested expression on their face will soon find that 15
seconds of silence will elicit an answer to the question.

Repeating the question is another safe way of probing. Be sure to repeat only the
question as stated in the questionnaire. This is particularly useful when the participant
answers a question irrelevantly. Without pointing out that the first answer was irrelevant,
simply say "Isn't that interesting. And now let me ask you this (Repeat the question).” In
some cases you must remind the participant of your frame of reference when you repeat a
question. For example, if you ask "How long have you lived in the Bay Area?" a
participant might say, "I've lived in California all my life. You know, there really aren't
many native Californians my age.” Instead of coldly ignoring what the participant has
said, acknowledge the answer, and repeat the question. In the above example, you might
say "Is that so? And how long have you lived in the Bay Area?"

5.10 Other neutral probes that you will find useful are

“How do you mean?”

“In what way?”

“Please give me an example.” OR “For example?” OR “For instance?”
“Please explain that a little.”

“How are you using the term 7’
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“How come?”

“Tell me more about that.”

“What makes you feel that way?”

“I just want your impression.”

“I just want your opinion.”

“Anything at all -- even little things?”

“What else can you tell me about that?”

(Repeat the ambiguous term on a rising inflection, which suggests a question)

“If you had to choose, which would you say?”

5.11 Generally speaking, we avoid some neutral probes in favor of others

Instead of "Anything else?" which invites a "no," you'll find "What else?" or "What else
can you tell me about that?" is more likely to elicit more answers.

Instead of "Why?," which some people interpret as critical, you'll find "What makes you
feel that way?" or "I'd be interested in your reasons" accomplishes the same purpose and
is less likely to be threatening.

Some of the kinds of questions used in ordinary conversation must be avoided because
they suggest answers:

Don't ask: “Do you mean A or B?" (unless you have asked a pre-coded question). This is
not neutral because it suggests two possible answers and there may be others that do not
occur to the interviewer but would occur to the participant if they were left to their own
devices.

Don't ask: "Do you mean (such and such)?" because many people tend to say "yes" to
any suggestion either because it's easy or because they think it's the right answer.

Don't ask: “Then you feel (such and such)?" Even though you're trying to summarize
what the participant has already said, you may be placing the emphasis on the wrong part
of their answer.
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5.12 Watch your tone of voice and facial expressions in face-to-face interviewing

How you ask a question or probe can be just as important as the wording of the question. Be
careful that a tone of censure or criticism does not creep into your voice. "What makes you feel
that way?" is, for example, usually a good way to get people to explain their reasons, but "What
makes you feel THAT way?" may suggest that only the insane would hold such a view.
Similarly, your face may give you away.

5.13 Watch for vague answers

Some participants find it hard to verbalize and may have difficulty expressing their ideas. When
people take refuge in vague generalities, probe for examples to help them clarify their ideas.

5.14 Guard against ambiguous answer
Certain terms may mean very different things to two or more people.

» Always ask yourself whether you are sure you know what a participant meant by an
answer and whether another interviewer would have interpreted a given answer in exactly
the same way.

« If anyone uses terms or phrases that could be interpreted differently by different people,
you must go back to the ambiguous phrases and ask them: "How are you using the term
____?""What do you have in mind when yousay __ ?"

While this is a particular problem in open-ended questions, some participants will give vague
answers to pre-coded questions, which must be probed.

5.15 Avoid "depends' or ""qualified" answers

Never accept a "depends™ or "qualified” answer the first time it is offered as a response to any
question. Participants often use phrases such as "well, that depends,"” "yes, but...," "I really see
both sides of that question,” etc. When a participant gives a qualified answer, we advise one of
the following probes:

* Repeat the question (unless the response was such that it will sound as though you
weren't listening).

» Preface the question with a phrase like: "well, in general,” "on the whole," or “taking
everything into consideration."
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Remind the participant that we want to know which statement comes closest to their
views; use an introductory phrase such as "Well if you had to choose" or "Even though
you're somewhere in the middle, which way do you lean?" and repeat the question.

Occasionally a participant will answer with a genuine qualified or depends answer, which
cannot be pushed into an existing code. If the participant insists upon answering in
qualified terms after you have sufficiently probed, simply choose the DON’T KNOW
response option.

5.16 Clarify one response before asking for more

"What else?" is an excellent probe for getting people to offer additional ideas on a subject. But

before asking for other answers, use clarifying probes to encourage participants to explain what

they have already said. If you don't clear up one response before asking for more, you'll wind up
with a series of vague or ambiguous responses that are uncodable.

5.17 Make your probe consistent with the purpose of the question

Knowing a few neutral probes and asking them correctly is not enough. You must choose a
probe that is appropriate for the particular kind of inadequate answer given.

As we noted above, there is no point in probing "what else?" if the participant's previous
answers were vague.

Similarly, "Tell me more™ may get you farther and farther away from your goal of getting
the participant to choose one of several possible answers, and "If you had to choose..."
would be a better candidate.

If the participant has answered fully but used an ambiguous term, you will want them to
clarify that term by using a probe like "How are you using the term?" rather than asking
them to explain, which might encourage them to explain things that are clear without
clarifying the ambiguous term.

In the same way, a person who lacks confidence will not gain it simply because you
repeat a question, whereas "I just want your opinion™ or "What's your impression?" will
be more likely to encourage them to answer.

Some participants who are unsure of themselves may be more likely to respond to "Tell
me any problems that occur to you -- even little things."”
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5.18 When in doubt as to what is needed, get more rather than less than may be needed

If you get more data than we need, we can ignore it. But if you get less than needed, we must
either return to the participant or code "don’t know." In order to avoid the unnecessary loss of
important data, bear in mind the following rules:

- When in doubt whether to ask a question, ask it.

- When in doubt whether to probe for greater depth, probe.

- When in doubt whether to record, record.

- When in doubt whether to enter an explanatory, parenthetical note, enter it.

6. Quality assurance

6.1 Training requirements

The interviewer requires no special qualifications to perform this assessment. Previous
interviewing experience will be helpful. Training should include:

* Read and study the following:
— Overview of Study Operations Manual Chapter
— Overview of Follow up Operations Manual Chapter
— Interviewing Guidelines Operations Manual Chapter
— Telephone Interview Operations Manual Chapter
« Thoroughly review the Follow-up Telephone Interview Questionnaire
« Practice administering the Follow-up Telephone Interview Questionnaire on volunteers
(if possible, age-eligible volunteers).
« Thoroughly review the interview questions in Follow-up Clinic Visit Workbook.
» Practice administering the interview questions in the Follow-up Visit Workbook on
volunteers (if possible, age-eligible volunteers).

6.2 Certification requirements

Observation and evaluation of two to three mock interviews (at least one mock interview should
be observed by the QC Coordinator or their designate).
Observation and evaluation of one actual interview by the QC Coordinator or their designate.

6.3 Quality assurance checklist

Administration of the Follow-up Telephone Interview
[ Asks participant if they are willing to complete the telephone interview now
[ Describes purpose of today’s call
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[ Follows skip patterns in questionnaire

[ Reads script and questions exactly as written in the Follow-up Telephone Interview
(same order, same wording)

] Accurately records participant’s responses on form

] Explains pause(s) necessary for interviewer to complete form
L if necessary, accurately completes Event Notification Form
[ Schedules appointment or time to call back for appointment

[ Follows the guidelines for recording data on scannable forms
At the end of interview, reviews forms for completeness

Administration of the interview portion of the Follow-up Clinic Visit Workbook

[ Reads script and questions exactly as written on the interview portion of the Follow-up
Clinic Visit Workbook (same order, same wording)

] Response options read/not read when appropriate

[ Follows skip pattern in questionnaire

] Accurately records participant's responses on questionnaire

[ Follows the guidelines for recording data on scannable forms
[ At the end of interview, reviews questionnaire for completeness

Interviewing Techniques
[ Reads slowly, speaks clearly and uses appropriate inflection when speaking
[] Reduces the chance of bias by maintaining a neutral attitude toward participant's answers
[ Able to elicit accurate and complete information using non-directive probes
] Keeps interview on track by presenting questions at a regular pace
[ Focus' participant’s attention on questions while always being polite
[ Treats participants with respect

[] Maintains a professional and friendly manner; leaves participant with overall feeling of
well-being
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Standardized Interviewing Techniques

Although it is not at all easy to carry out a good, standardized survey in
which all interviewers behave consistently, the procedures for interviewers
to follow in handling the question-and-answer process in a standardized way
are simply stated:

4.

. Read the questions exactly as worded.
- If the respondent’s answer to the initial question is not a complete and ade-

quate answer, probe for clarification and elaboration in a nondirective way;
that is, in a way that does not influence the content of the answers that result.

. Answers should be recorded without interviewer discretion; the answers

recorded should reflect what the respondent says, and they should only reflect
what the respondent says.

The interviewer comur a neutral, nonjudg | stance with respect
to the substance of answers. The interviewer should not provide any per-
sonal information that might imply any particular values or preferences with
respect to topics to be covered in the interview, nor should the interviewer
provide any feedback to respondents, positive or negative, with respect to
the specific content of the answers they provide.

There are, however, two main obstacles to actually carrying out an in-
terview in a standardized way:

L

2,

An inadequate survey instrument. If the questionnaire is not designed so that
it can be administered easily in a standardized way, then it is unlikely that
standardized procedures will be followed. This is a subject we will say more
about in Chapter 5.

Respondents do not understand what is expected of them. The measurement
process in a survey interview is a team effort, requiring both participants
to play their roles as prescribed. A major reason interviewers have difficulty
in performing their job properly is that they are unable or do not know how
to train the respondent to make the interview process work. That topic is
addressed later in this chapter.

There are two other factors that increase the likelihood that interviewers
will not do a good job of being standardized interviewers, particularly if
they are having trouble with the questionnaire or the respondent:

33
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1. Interviewers generally want answers to be accurate, so they have trouble be-
ing standardized when the goals of standardization and accuracy seem to be
in conflict.

2. Interviewers like to be personable and responsive to respondents, and they
sometimes have trouble being standardized when they feel a conflict between
behaving as they are trained and maintaining the kind of relationship they
think the respondent wants.

The goal of standardization does not have to conflict with obtaining
accurate data or being responsive to the respondent. The last part of this
chapter deals with strategies for achieving standardized interviewing with-
out neglecting those other important goals. Table 3.1 provides a summary
of the techniques for standardized interviewing and its impediments.

READING QUESTIONS AS WORDED

Virtually every interviewer’s manual that we have examined has “‘reading
the questions the way they are written’’ as a basic first principle of good
interviewing technique. On the surface, it would appear to be a rule that
is both easy to understand and easy to follow. Hence, it may be somewhat
surprising to learn that interviewers often do not read questions the way
they are written.

In four studies in which interviewer-respondent interactions were
coded, the rates at which interviewers changed question wording ranged
from 20 to 40 percent. (Bradburn & Sudman, 1979; Cannell, Fowler &
Marquis, 1968; Fowler & Mangione, 1986; Cannell and Oksenberg, 1988.)
Moreover, it is important to know that these studies were all done in
organizations that put more than the average emphasis on methodological
rigor. These numbers are probably conservative with respect to the rates
at which interviewers actually change question wording.

Why do interviewers change wording? Certainly in some cases the per-
son who wrote the questions bears major responsibility. Interviewers are
likely to change wording if a question is hard to read. They also will change
a question to provide an emphasis that they think will make it easier for
the respondent to grasp the question or what is wanted. Such explanations,
however, can only account for a portion of interviewer lapses. In our
opinion, the major force pushing interviewers to change question wording
is an effort to make the interaction somewhat more conversational and casual.
One way they do that is to add their personal touches to the questions. This
practice is likely to continue and grow over an interviewer’s career unless
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Table 3.1
Standardized Interviewing and Its Impediments

Techniques for Standardized Interviewing
1. Read questions as written.
2. Probe inadequate answers nondirectively.
3. Record answers without discretion.
4. Be interpersonally nonjudgemental regarding substance of answers.

Obstacles to Standardized Interviewing
1. Inadequate survey instrument.
2. Respondents who do not know how to play their role.

Reasons Interviewers Fail to be Standardized
1. Goal of accuracy seems to conflict with goal of standardization.
2. Goal of maintaining rapport appears to conflict with goal of standardization.

supervisory practices involve monitoring and feedback when interviewers
do not read questions exactly as worded. Bradburn and Sudman (1979) found
that more experienced interviewers were more casual about the way they
read questions than were comparatively new interviewers.

Of course, most of the changes in wording appear to be minor; certainly
most interviewers would say they are basically reading the questions the
way they are written. The critical issue from the point of view of measure-
ment is whether or not the question wording changes that occur make any
difference to the quality of measurement. The answer is, we do not know
for sure, although we do know that small differences in the way questions
are worded can have a major impact on answers.

One way we looked at this was to see whether questions that were most
likely to be misread by interviewers were distinctively likely to have large
interviewer effects, as measured by the intraclass correlation. Our finding
Wwas negative in this respect. When interviewers are given a hard question
to read, the changes that they make do not generally produce significant
interviewer-related effects on the data.

A second approach was to see whether interviewers who were distinc-
tively casual about question reading seemed to produce distinctively biased
data. Our assessment is restricted to 20 interviewers who tape recorded their
interviews, which were then coded. Since each interviewer’s sample was
a probability subsample of the total, it was meaningful to look at whether
the estimates derived from an interviewer’s subsample differed from the
sample as a whole. We simply counted the number of estimates from each
interviewer’s sample which we thought were potentially biased; that is, that
fell in the biased direction compared to the total sample mean. That count
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was correlated with various ratings of an interviewer’s performance with
respect to standardized interviewing skills.

It was found that the ratings of various skills, including reading ques-
tions, probing, and recording answers, were intercorrelated, so we cannot
pull out the distinctive contribution of good question reading from good
probing. With only 20 interviewers involved, the raw correlations did not
reach statistical significance, but the direction of association for all of these
standardized behaviors, including reading questions, is in the expected direc-
tion; that is, interviewers who were rated as showing better interviewing
skills, including reading questions, appear to obtain less biased data.

The third approach to answering that question is to look at studies of
question wording. Schuman and Presser (1981) report a number of experi-
ments in which small changes in question wording were made on purpose,
with the results being compared. Basically, they find that sometimes small
changes in wording make a big difference in the distribution of answers;
in other cases, apparently large changes in question wording have minimal
effect on the answers people give.

Question A:  Should Communists be forbidden to speak in public places in the
United States?

Question B:  Should Communists be allowed to speak in public places in the
United States?

It could be argued ‘‘forbidden’’ and “‘not allowed’’ are equivalent con-
cepts, but to respondents they are not. For example, when comparable
samples were asked the two forms of the question, nearly 50 percent said
the U.S. should “‘not allow’” Communists to speak in public, while only
about 20 percent said the U.S. should ‘‘forbid them to speak.’’ This find-
ing suggests that if an interviewer chose to substitute ‘‘forbid’’ for ‘‘not
allow’’ in a question, it would have a marked impact on the data, and would
produce clear interviewer-related error. Such a change might seem in-
nocuous and conversational to an interviewer, making the question better,
if you will, but it would be an excellent example of why we tell interviewers
to read questions as worded.

Interviewers also are instructed carefully to read all the alternatives. It
might be tempting to add or delete an alternative that says ‘‘or do you have
no opinion on that topic.’’ Again Schuman and Presser give us a good ex-
ample that the alternatives matter. Comparable samples were asked whether
they favored or opposed a fictitious Agricultural Trade Act of 1978. One
sample was explicitly offered the option, ‘‘or do you have no opinion on
that’’; the other sample was offered no such option; it was asked only if

STANDARDIZED INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES 37

it favored or opposed the act. The result: 69% of the sample volunteered
that they did not know the answer, but 90% chose the ‘‘no opinion’’ option
when it was offered.

Whether or not a ‘“no opinion’” category is included has a major effect
on the distribution of answers. Not reading one category might seem to
be a small change that would make a question easier to read, but it pro-
duces interviewer-related error.

On the other hand, Schuman and Presser report other experiments where
major changes in wording seem to have little effect on answers. For exam-
ple, substituting the term ‘‘abortion’’ for the term ‘‘end a pregnancy’” had
no effect on answers that people gave.

In conclusion then, the theoretical argument for having interviewers ask
questions exactly the way they are written is easy to understand. If the in-
terviewer does not ask questions the way they are written, the researcher
does not know for sure what question was posed. However, general in-
structions to interviewers not to change wording do not suffice. Interviewers
do reword questions unless significant efforts are made to keep them from
doing it. Moreover, they are likely to increase the practice over time unless
that tendency is checked. The motivations for interviewers rewording ques-
tions are generally innocuous, or even constructive, trying to make ques-
tions clearer, trying to make the interaction with the respondent go more
smoothly, in short trying to improve on the work of the researcher.
Sometimes the effects of those efforts are innocuous, but sometimes they
create substantial differences. Basically, it takes effort and work on the part
of the researcher to write questions that can be asked as worded, but it is
an effort that must be made if serious measurement is to be achieved.

PROBING INADEQUATE ANSWERS

In an ideal situation, the researcher writes a great question, the inter-
viewer reads it as written, and the respondent provides a complete answer
which meets the question objectives. Of course, that does not always hap-
pen. If the initial reading of the question does not produce a satisfactory
answer, then the interviewer must engage in some kind of behavior to move
the process along and reach the desired end point. The interviewer’s behavior
cannot be completely preprogrammed, because the problem to be solved
will vary from situation to situation. However, the goal is to have inter-
viewers handle the problem in a way that is consistent across interviewers
and respondents and that does not influence the content of the answers that
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result. This behavior, which actually involves several steps, is called non-
directive probing.

Actually there are two kinds of problems that interviewers have to solve.
First, they sometimes have to clarify the meaning of questions for
respondents. Second, they have to stimulate respondents to amplify, clarify,
or in some other way modify their original answer to be complete and meet
question objectives.

In principle, dealing with the clarification problems should be simple.
Most often if a respondent does not understand a question immediately,
it merely means the respondent was not attending to some aspect of the
question. The interviewer’s response is to reread the question in its entirety,
emphasizing the words or part of the question that the respondent missed
the first time. Although occasionally introductory phrases or sections may
be omitted from the second reading, the interviewer should be sure to read
the whole question so that the respondent indeed has the same stimulus as
all the other respondents when preparing an answer.

In some cases, of course, the problem lies not in the fact that the respon-
dent failed to listen to the question, but that some term or concept in the
question had an ambiguous meaning to the respondent. In that case, in our
opinion, there is no basis for interviewer discretion. If the term is defined

in the question, the interviewer can reread the definition. If the term is not
defined in the question, then the respondent must answer the question
using whatever interpretation of the term seems best to the respondent.

We know researchers who propose to write definitions of possibly am-
biguous terms in training manuals so interviewers can use them when they
are asked. We have no hesitation in saying that is a totally inadequate solu-
tion to the problem. First, interviewers are not going to open training
manuals in the middle of an interview in order to get the exact wording
provided by the investigator. Interviewers may attempt to reproduce the
definition in the manual from memory, but they will do so inconsistently
across respondents and interviewers, producing an unstandardized stimulus.
Worst of all, only those respondents who ask or display overt confusion
will be exposed to this special definition, while others (including some who
are equally confused) will not have the benefit of the definition.

It is absolutely frustrating to respondents and interviewers to have to
work with a question where an obviously critical term, that could have more
than one meaning, is not well defined. When a respondent asks whether
or not visits to psychiatrists count as visits to medical doctors, the response
of “‘whatever you think’’ may seem to be a ridiculous answer. However,
the time to solve the problem is before the data collection begins, not dur-
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ing an interview. The person to solve the problem is the researcher, not
the interviewer. Once the data collection has begun, the best measurement
will be accomplished if the interviewers consistently present the questions
they are given in a standardized way, ill-defined concepts and all.

The other part of the probing task is to obtain answers that meet ques-
tion objectives. The interviewer activity will depend to some extent on what
the task is for the respondent. The respondent task can usefully be categor-
ized into three classes: choosing one of a set of alternative answers pro-
vided as part of the question (referred to as a o_Omma-n:m& question), vzw-
viding a numerical answer, and providing an answer in :.6 respondent’s
own words (typically referred to as an open-ended question).

Probing Closed Questions

When a question calls for a respondent to choose an answer from w‘=mr
and the respondent has not done so, the interviewer’s job is to explain to
the respondent that choosing one answer from the list is 9@.55 to answer
the question (called training the respondent) and to read the list of responses
again. : .

There are two kinds of mistakes that interviewers can make in handling
such a situation. First, interviewers can accept an answer that aomm not
exactly fit one of the responses and themselves o.oao the answer into a
response category. In short, the interviewer can pick the answer instead
of having the respondent do it.

The way this happens is easy to understand.

Interviewer: How would you rate your schools—very good, good, fair, or poor?
Respondent: The schools around here are not very good.

At that point, one can understand why an 58:.;«22., might o_.ﬁow abox
and go on. The problem, of course, is that some interviewers B_m_: ..u_..on_n
the “‘fair’’ box and others might check the ‘‘poor’’ box. If the interviewer
takes the respondent’s words and then does some w&dm::m. to produce an
answer, the potential for inconsistency across interviewers is great. When
the respondent chooses an answer, it does not guarantee zero error, but
it should make the answer dependent only on the respondent and =.E.n_m8a
to the interviewer. This is what standardization is trying to achieve.

The other mistake an interviewer can make in probing a closed-ended
question is not to repeat all the alternatives when the .m:o_dwaém need 8
be repeated. In the case above, where the respondent said ‘‘not very good,
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it would be understandable if the interviewer probed something like: ‘“Well,
would you say fair or poor?”’ That is bad practice that will affect the answers.
It can be shown that the distribution of answers to a scale that has “‘good,
fair, poor’” versus one that has ‘‘very good, good, fair, poor’’ is quite dif-
ferent. Respondents respond to the number of categories and the position
of a category on a scale, as well as to the words, when classifying them-
selves. A truncated version of a set of responses is not the same stimulus,
and it will affect the answers.

Probing Numerical Answers

When an answer calls for a numerical response, not in categories, the
most common problem faced by the interviewer is one of precision. A
respondent may answer with a range or a rounded number, and the inter-
viewer may want to attempt to get the respondent to answer more precisely.

One inappropriate behavior is a directive probe. A directive probe is
one that increases the likelihood of one answer over others. There are many
different ways that interviewers can create directive probes, but the easy
way to recognize one is that it can be answered with a “‘yes”” or “no”’
response. The reason such probes are called directive is that in essence they
suggest a particular answer as a possibility. Respondents are more likely
to say “‘yes’’ than “‘no’” when asked a question like that. So, any probe
that can be answered with a “‘yes” or “no’’ is directive. In addition, any
probe that lists or mentions some possible answers, but excludes others,
is also directive because it increases the likelihood that the mentioned
answers will be chosen.

Questions that call for numerical answers often require interviewers to
probe for more specific details, and they are amenable to directive probing.

QUESTION: In the last seven nights, how many times have you gotten fewer
than eight hours of sleep?

RESPONSE: I usually get eight hours of sleep.

DIRECTIVE PROBE 1: Well, for the last seven nights, would the answer be 0?

DIRECTIVE PROBE 2: Well, for the last seven nights, would the best answer
be 0, 1,or 2?

NONDIRECTIVE PROBE 1: In the last seven nights, how many times have
you gotten fewer than eight hours of sleep?

NONDIRECTIVE PROBE 2: Well, for the last week, would the best answer
be more than 2 times or 2 or fewer times?

FOLLOW-UP NONDIRECTIVE PROBE 2: (If answer is ‘‘fewer’’) Well, for
the past seven days, would the best answer be 0, 1 or 2?
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The problem with the first two probes, obviously, is that they suggest
an answer. The first is the worst, as it is clearly a probe that can be answered
with a *‘yes”” or “‘no.” The second probe is less blatant, but the interviewer
has already pretty well narrowed the field for the respondent. It would take
an act of initiative, which respondents often do not do, to give an answer
that is different from 0, 1, or 2.

In this case, the very best probe is to repeat the question, since the real
problem with the respondent’s answer was that the question was not
answered. Repeating the question has the distinct advantage of being the
most standardized approach also, since it involves no innovation or ques-
tion creation on the part of the interviewer.

Nondirective Probe #2 is an acceptable response from the point of view
of being nondirective, although it is less standardized. In this case, the in-
terviewer is using a technique called ‘‘zeroing in.”’ A reasonable guess is
made by the interviewer of the general area in which the answer is likely
to be found, and then a question is asked which does not suggest an inter-
viewer expectation that the answer will fall on one or the other side of the
cutpoint. Once an answer is obtained to the initial question, follow-up ques-
tions can be asked to further narrow the range.

Sometimes ‘‘zeroing in”’ is the only way, or the most efficient way, to
get respondents to be more precise in their answers. Our own preference,
however, is to explain the value of having the respondent, rather than the
interviewer or the researcher, make an estimate about where in a range
the accurate answer falls, and then to let the respondent, armed with a
clarification of his or her role, answer the question as originally posed. In
short, as usual, our strategy is to train the respondent and stick with the
question as written.

Probing Open-Ended Questions

The hardest probing tasks for interviewers involve those connected with
open-ended questions. The interviewer has to make three judgments of any
answer that is obtained: Does it answer the question? Is the answer clear?
Is the answer complete?

In reviewing manuals for interviewers, we found that there is much
greater variation among organizations in their instructions to interviewers
about probing than there is about reading questions as worded. Some
organizations seem to accept, or even encourage, interviewers to find a vari-
ety of conversational ways to get respondents to clarify or elaborate their
answers. Our preference is to have interviewers stick with a very small
list of probes.
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In fact, we train interviewers that in addition to repeating the question,
they only need to use three probes:

1. How do you mean that?
2. Tell me more about that.
3. Anything else?

These three probes are €asy to remember. They are nondirective, They
do not give interviewers any opportunity to innovate in ways that would
make their interviews different across respondents or interviewers. Our feel-
ing is that to the extent that organizations encourage innovative probing,
any gains that may be realized in variety or conversational interest will be
lost in lack of standardization. Moreover, if the creative probes are truly
nondirective, they probably amount to one of the three mentioned above.

The interviewer’s task is to decide which of those probes is appropriate,
and that involves analyzing the respondent’s answer. The four probes, in-
cluding repeating the question, correspond to the four ways in which a
respondent’s answer can be inadequate:

1. u”:o response can fail to answer the question; it answers some other ques-
tion. The interviewer should repeat the question.

2. ﬁ_o answer contains unclear concepts or terms that make its meaning am-
biguous. The interviewer should probe saying, ‘‘How do Yyou mean (that)?”’

3. The answer is not detailed enough or specific enough. The interviewer should
probe saying, ‘‘Could you tell me more about (that)?”’

4. A perfectly appropriate answer has been given, but there is a possibility that

9@3.»3 additional points that the respondent could make in answer to the
question. The interviewer should ask, “Is there anything else?.”’

Below are some examples of situations in which these probes would be used.

QUESTION: From your point of view, what are the best things about living
in this neighborhood?

COMMENT: This is one of the hardest kinds of questions for interviewers and
8%@:%:5 to deal with, because the kinds of *‘things”” that count are not
mvan_.mna atall. It is up to the respondent and interviewer to decide what sorts
of neighborhood features can appropriately be mentioned, and in how much
detail.

ANSWER _ In the last neighborhood in which we lived, it was very transient.
People didn’t care about keeping up the neighborhood.

OOKZmZ.H.. The problem with this answer is that it does not answer the ques-
tion. Although by inference the description of the old neighborhood may be
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implying something about the characteristics of the present neighborhood,
the question asks for a description of the current neighborhood.

PROBE: Repeat the question.

ANSWER 2: The people.

COMMENT: This plausibly could be an answer to this question, but no one
could figure out what it means. We need some elaboration.

PROBE: Tell me more about that.

ANSWER 3: The people are good neighbors.

COMMENT: Someone might think that was an adequate answer. It is very hard
to tell. One of the problems with this question, as noted, is that it does not
give a clue to the interviewer or respondent what kind of answer would satisfy
the researcher. Whether or not this is a specific enough answer depends on
the question objectives and coding procedures. Nonetheless, what constitutes
a *‘good neighbor” could clearly differ from respondent to respondent, and
there is not any information in the answer so far on that topic. A good inter-
viewer would probably probe to find out more about what the respondent
meant.

PROBE: How do you mean good neighbor?

ANSWER 4: They keep to themselves. They leave you alone. You don’t have
to worry about being sociable and you don’t have to worry about what they
think.

COMMENT: This surprise answer shows the value of probing. Based on the
initial answer, some might have expected the ‘‘good neighbor’’ answer was
going to lead to a description of how warm, friendly, and helpful everyone
in the neighborhood was. We now understand what the respondent means
by people and good neighbors. The question, however, calls potentially for
the respondent to mention more than one *‘thing’* about the neighborhood.

PROBE: Okay, I have that down. Anything else?

COMMENT: With a question that allows the respondent to make an unlimited
number of points, an interviewer should continue to ask ‘‘Anything else?,”
until the respondent says ‘‘no.”’

Probing Don’t Know Answers

When the respondent answers a question by saying ‘I don’t know,”’
it poses a special probing problem to interviewers. *‘I don’t know’’ can
be a legitimate answer to a knowledge question. It also can mean:

A. It is a respondent response style, a kind of preface to the answer while he
or she is thinking about it.

B. The respondent has not thought about the question before, but if he or she
thinks about it, an answer may be forthcoming.
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C. The respondent knows an answer, but is not sure it is specific or accurate
enough for the standards of the researcher.

When a respondent says “‘don’t know,”” the interviewer’s first task is
to attempt to diagnose the origin of the problem.

A. If “I don’t know”’ is considered to be an accurate, thoughtful answer to an
information question, the interviewer writes down the answer and goes to
the next question.

B. If it is a delaying response style, the interviewer gives the respondent time
to think about the answer. The interviewer may want to repeat the question
to help the respondent think it through.

C. If the respondent has not thought about the question, the interviewer would
encourage the respondent to think about the question, emphasizing that the
respondent is uniquely qualified to provide information on the topic. Then
repeat the question.

D. If the respondent is not sure about the quality or precision of the answer,
the interviewer should be reassuring. There are no right or wrong answers;
the questions are designed to get people’s own perceptions and opinions. The
respondent’s own best estimate will be better than not having any informa-
tion at all. Then the interviewer would repeat the question.

Types of Probing Errors

i Probing is certainly the hardest of the interviewer skills to learn. Inter-
viewers make two main types of probing errors: probing directively and
failing to probe an answer that requires probing.

Initially, researchers were concerned that interviewers would probe direc-
tively in order to make results come out the way they wanted them to be.
So, for example, they thought that Republican interviewers would probe in
ways that would increase the number of answers supporting Republican
views. When interviewers are reasonably well trained, that sort of thing does
not seem to happen (e.g., Hyman et al., 1954). Mainly, interviewers seem
to probe directively when they think they know the answer the respondent
wants to give and are having trouble getting the respondent to be explicit.

Directive probing is a strategy for easing the interviewer-respondent in-
teraction. Interviewers find it stressful when they probe an answer several
times and still cannot get the respondent to give an answer that meets the
question objectives. When the respondent has said enough that both the in-
terviewer and the respondent are fairly sure that the interviewer knows the
answer, the easiest thing for the interviewer to do is to say, ““I think you
Wwant to answer X; is that right?”’
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The other kind of error interviewers make is Jailure to probe answers
that need to be probed or being inconsistent in choosing which answers they
do and do not probe. Three kinds of situations have been found to be par-
ticularly prone to interviewer variation in probing.

First, Hyman et al. (1954) found that interviewer expectations affected
their probing behavior. Specifically, when they obtained an answer that was
consistent with what they expected, based on what they knew about the
respondent and other answers given, interviewers tended to accept it without
further probing. However, when respondents gave an answer that appeared
to interviewers to be inconsistent, they were likely to probe it to make sure
they had it right. This is an example of conscientious interviewer behavior
that results in handling answers inconsistently.

Interviewers also are likely to be different in the number of answers that
they get to questions for which multiple answers are possible. There is in-
terviewer discretion in how often they ask for “‘anything else?”’ Some in-
terviewers obtain more answers than others on a consistent basis because
they consistently probe for more answers, and that affects the data.

Third, interviewers have been found consistently to differ in the way
they handle the *“don’t know’” response or its equivalent. Some interviewers
either work harder or are more successful in getting opinions or answers
out of respondents when they say initially that they do not have an answer
to the question.

Probing is one part of the question-and-answer process that cannot be
completely standardized; if a respondent does not give an adequate answer
when the question s first asked, the interviewer has some decisions to make.
The response cannot be perfectly programmed. Anytime there is an oppor-
tunity for interviewer discretion, there is an opportunity for interviewers
to be inconsistent across respondents and across interviewers, and that is
when interviewer-related error occurs.

Is probing an important source of error in survey measurement? Ab-
solutely. In Hyman’s early studies, differences in probing were the main
error-producing aspects of interviewer behavior. The two problems cited
above, the way ““don’t know’’ answers are handled and the number of men-
tions obtained from respondents, are both characteristics of questions that
have been consistently associated with interviewer effects (Groves and
Magilavy, 1980). In our own studies, the quality of open-ended probing
was related to the bias in answers interviewers obtained at a nearly signifi-
cant level (p = .07). Moreover, as will be discussed in more detail in Chap-
ter 5, the most important correlate of questions which are prone to inter-
viewer effects is the likelihood that they will require interviewer probing.

As we will argue in Chapter 5, we think the most effective way to try
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to minimize probing as a factor in interviewer-related error is to improve
the quality of questions. The less interviewers have to probe, the less op-
portunity they will have to make errors. In addition, we are strong believers
in minimizing the variety of probes that interviewers use. The more inter-
viewers use innovation in creating the stimuli to which respondents respond,
the more likely they are to be inconsistent and create error. Moreover, in-
terviewers have plenty to do during an interview besides thinking up inno-
vative probes. A good question will not only minimize the need for prob-
ing but will also reduce the inconsistency of probes when they are needed.

RECORDING ANSWERS

The job of the interviewer is to write down the answer the respondent
gives. The key to standardized recording is to have no interviewer judg-
ment, no interviewer summaries, no interviewer effects on what is written
down. The rules for standardized recording differ for closed and open-ended
questions, and by whether the question asks for the report of factual infor-
mation or information about opinions and feelings. (See Table 3.2.)

For closed-response questions, the key interviewer task is to get the
respondent to choose one answer and then to check or record the answer
chosen. The only possible recording error, other than a clerical error, would
be for an interviewer to indicate that a response was chosen by the respon-
dent when in fact it was not.

The rule for recording open-ended responses to opinion or attitude ques-
tions is equally clear and simple: interviewers should write down the answer
verbatim,; that is, the interviewer should write down the exact words given
by the respondent, without summary or omissions. It has been documented
that summaries and paraphrases will vary from interviewer to interviewer
(e.g., Hyman et al., 1954). One way to keep interviewers from affecting
answers is to reduce interviewer discretion about what to record.

When questions are of a factual nature, whether answers are of the closed-
response or open-ended variety, the rules are a little bit different. While
the coding of subjective answers is highly dependent on the way things are
phrased and the particular points that are or are not made, factual ques-
tions generally ask for some specific kind of information. The words that
a respondent uses are not deemed critical. The interviewer is expected to
write down the information provided by the respondent that was called for
in the question, without trying to record the exact words. Moreover, if the
question includes a set of response alternatives, and the respondent does
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Table 3.2
Guidelines for Recording Answers for Different Types of Questions

Open-ended, factual questions
Write down all information relevant to the question’s objectives.

Open-ended, opinion questions
Write down the answer verbatim; use no paraphrasing or summaries.

Closed-ended, factual questions
Check-off the answer chosen by the respondent.

If the respondent is not certain which category fits, treat the question as an open question
and record all relevant information. The final decision about how to treat the answer should
be made during the coding operation.

Closed-ended, opinion questions
Check-off the answer chosen by the respondent.
Probe until the respondent chooses an answer.

Do not check-off an answer category unless the respondent chooses it.

not choose one, the best step probably is for the interviewer to write down
the relevant information provided by the respondent without necessarily
getting the respondent to choose a single category.

One of the important realities about asking factual questions is that
sometimes it is hard to anticipate all the possible special circumstances that
will be encountered. Moreover, respondents may come up with questions
or problems with definitions that are not given in the question but nonetheless
are essential to giving an accurate answer. It is not good practice for an
interviewer to provide a definition or to give help to one respondent that
is not going to be given consistently to others. It is intolerable for an inter-
viewer to make up an idiosyncratic rule about how to handle a special situa-
tion that was not anticipated. For a factual question, good practice is to
gather all the information needed to answer the question given alternative
interpretations of key concepts that effect the answer. Then the researcher
can make a consistent coding rule across all respondents.

In an earlier example, we discussed a question about visits to medical
doctors. One respondent wanted to know whether a visit to a doctor’s of-
fice counted when only a nurse was seen for inoculations. If the respon-
dent or interviewer cannot tell from the question what the rule must be,
the ideal solution would be to write down all the information needed given
either interpretation. Hence, the interviewer might write down: ‘‘Four con-
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tacts with medical doctor plus a series of ten visits when inoculations were
given by a nurse only.”

Another common recording challenge is exemplified by questions about
how much formal education has been completed. Many educative post-high
school experiences do not fall neatly on the typical educational ladder. Sup-
pose the following categories are offered: less than high school graduate,
high school graduate, some college, and college graduate. Respondents will
report post-high school education in art, music, nursing, auto mechanics,
and many other things. It is not feasible to give interviewers (and thereby
respondents) rules for which of these do and do not count as college ex-
perience. The thing to do is have interviewers write down the exact pattern
of education that the respondent has had, then let the coding department
handle these problems consistently across all interviewers and respondents.

So for factual questions, the threat to standardized measurement is that
interviewers will make arbitrary decisions. Verbatim recording is not that
important, but getting all the information down so that the decision rules
can be carefully evaluated and applied consistently is the critical step in
standardized measurement for such questions.

Our studies of interviewers suggest that they make relatively few errors
in recording closed-response answers. The quality of verbatim recording
of open-ended opinion questions varies more. It takes interviewer effort
to do that well, and interviewers will not do it unless their supervisors in-
sist on it. It is important, though, because interviewer summaries and
paraphrases are not standardized. As noted, Hyman et al. (1954) found that
interviewer expectations affected what they wrote down. Interviewers tended
to make their recorded answers consistent with their perceptions of the
respondent; their paraphrases and summaries left out the contradictions and
subtleties in answers.

BEING INTERPERSONALLY NEUTRAL

All interviewer manuals encourage interviewers to be interpersonally
neutral as part of the standardization process. Sometimes it is difficult to
figure out exactly what is meant by that, but we think the proposed behavior
includes, if it is not limited to, the following:

1. The interviewer would not volunteer personal information to the respondent
about life situations, views, or values. That would be particularly true for
any characteristics that might be related to the subject matter of the inter-
view, but most survey organizations want to minimize such conversation
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altogether for at least three reasons. First, volunteering personal informa-
tion may undermine the goal of establishing a professional, rather than a per-
sonal, relationship in which data gathering is the priority. Second, although
interviewers cannot be identical in their observable demographic character-
istics, talking about personal situations and views only exacerbates the dif-
ferences across interviewers. Third, information about personal views and
background may directly affect answers. The most serious way would be that
a respondent would try to guess which answers would be most valued or pre-
ferred by interviewers.

2. During the interview interaction, the interviewer should be careful that the
feedback provided to respondents does not imply any evaluation or judgment
about the content of the respondent’s answers. The goal of the interviewer
is to get accurate and complete answers. It is natural for respondents to be
concerned about how answers will look to the interviewer. The interviewer
should be careful not to feed into that process by casual interpersonal behavior.

This aspect of standardized interviewing is something at which inter-
viewers are pretty good if they have at least a little bit of training. Untrained
interviewers are not good at it. In our studies, over a third of interviewers
with minimal training were rated in need of improvement in the interpersonal
area, but over 85 percent of interviews done by interviewers with more
than minimal training were judged to be *‘satisfactory’’ or better in managing
the interpersonal side of things. (See Chapter 7).

These data are consistent with Hyman’s studies. He was concerned that
interviewers’ personal views would be communicated to respondents. He
found that respondents usually reported they had no idea about interviewers’
opinions. When they did think they knew where interviewers stood, those
opinions often were not accurate. Significantly, when respondents thought
they knew the interviewer’s opinion, they almost always thought interviewers
agreed with their views regardless of the interviewer’s actual opinions.

In our observations of interview interactions, blatant evaluative com-
ments are quite rare. In training, we tell stories about the interviewer who
asked the respondent how much he drinks. When he says he has six drinks
aday, the interviewer responds, ‘‘Oh my gosh, that’s awful.”” Such events
really do not happen in a reasonably well run survey.

What is harder to deal with are the suble kinds of feedback processes.
For instance, a respondent says, *‘I haven’t had to go to the doctor in over
a year now. I guess I have been pretty lucky.” To that an interviewer might
respond, ‘‘Isn’t that great.”

Now what’s so bad about that? Don’t we all share a general humanitarian
wish for universal good health? Sure. However, we do not want that respon-
dent to get the idea that this interviewer will think less of him/her or be
unhappy or somehow care if, when the next question comes along, some
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deviation from perfect health has to be reported. In this instant relationship
in which respondents are looking for clues about how to do it right, subtle,
seemingly innocent expressions of pleasure that a respondent is healthy or
has taken good care of his/her health can lead to effects on the data.

How important is it? It is hard to say for sure. However, Marquis, Can-
nell and Laurent (1972) found clear evidence that subtle reinforcement of
respondent behavior had a significant effect on the number of health condi-
tions and visits to doctors reported. Moreover, in our studies, among tape
recorded interviewers, there was a significant relationship between the rating
of inappropriate feedback to respondents and the likelihood that interviewers
obtained answers that appeared to be biased.

Thus, the evidence is that interviewers can be successful at avoiding
blatantly biasing evaluative behavior; most reasonably well run surveys will
not have that problem. On the other hand, there is a considerable amount
of more subtle interaction that goes on between interviewers and respondents
that probably affects some answers.

TRAINING THE RESPONDENT

In our studies, we have come to believe that one of the most important
things an interviewer can do to carry out a standardized interview is to train
the respondent. Although a main source of problems for interviewers can
be a poorly constructed survey instrument, the real problem comes when
the interviewer begins to feel awkward because of the way the interview
is proceeding and the rules under which the participants are operating. One
reaction of interviewers is to bend the rules of standardization in order to
appear to be responsive to the respondent and to make the respondent more
comfortable. We say a better solution is to explain what is going on to the
respondent, the reasons why it is necessary to do the interview in a stan-
dardized rather than a nonstandardized way. We are convinced that if in-
terviewers will do this consistently, the quality of the measurement will
improve markedly.

There are two basic approaches to training respondents. One is to pro-
vide an introductory briefing at the beginning of the interview. The
second is to explain specific features of a standardized interview as the issues
arise during the course of the interview. Practically speaking, a combina-
tion is probably best.

We strongly advocate having interviewers read a paragraph such as the
following before the interview starts:
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Since many people have never been in an interview exactly like this, let me read
you a paragraph that tells a little bit about how it works. I am going to read
you a set of questions exactly as they are worded so that every respondent in
the survey is answering the same questions. You’ll be asked to answer two kinds
of questions. In some cases, you’ll be asked to answer in your own words. For
those questions, I will have to write down your answers word for word. In other
cases, you will be given a list of answers and asked to choose the one that fits
best. If at any time during the interview you are not clear about what is wanted,
be sure to ask me.

This brief introduction accomplishes several very important things that
make the job easier for the interviewer. First, it introduces the fact that
this is a specialized interaction with a special set of rules. It is not like most
other interactions the respondent has been in, including other interviews.
It also legitimizes the notion that the interviewer may elaborate or explain
further rules as this game progresses.

Second, it tells the respondent in advance what the interviewer is going
to do, which will make it easier to do it. Also, once an interviewer has
told a respondent that questions will be read exactly as worded, it will make
it harder for the interviewer not to do it; it may increase standardization
for that reason as well.

Once the interview begins, we believe an interviewer should stop the
question-and-answer process every time the respondent fails to perform his
or her role appropriately and explain the rules and why the rules matter.
The following are among the most common issues:

PROBLEM: The respondent has partially answered, or even fully answered, a
question that has not yet been asked. The interviewer feels awkward about
reading the next question, since it will appear that the respondent’s earlier
answer was not heard.

INTERVIEWER: ‘‘The next question is one you have already dealt with to some
extent. However, the way the interview works is that I need to have you answer
each question specifically, so that we can compare the answers you give with
the answers everyone else gives. Also, sometimes we find the answer is dif-
ferent to a specific question, even though it seems that the question has been
answered before. So, let me read the question as it is worded here, and I
would like you to give me the answer to make sure we have it right.”

PROBLEM: A question contains a term that the respondent finds ambiguous or
not well defined, and the question wording does not provide what the respon-
dent considers to be an adequate definition.

INTERVIEWER: “‘I see what your problem is with the question. Even though
these questions are carefully tested, sometimes we have one that is not quite
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clear to some people, or which doesn’t quite fit everybody’s situation. Again,
though, the way a survey works, we need people’s best answers to the ques-
tions as they are written. That way we can compare your answers with other
people’s. If we change the question for each respondent, we wouldn’t be able
to analyze the answers. Let me read the question again, and you give me
the best, most accurate answer you can, given the way it is written.”’

PROBLEM: Respondent does not want to choose one of the response alternatives
in a closed-ended question.

INTERVIEWER: ‘‘With this kind of question, answers are analyzed according
to which of these alternatives people choose. I need to have you choose one
of these specific answers so that we can compare your response with those
that others give. We know that in some cases none of the answers will fit
the way you feel exactly; but other people will have that problem, too. The
important thing is that we keep the question-and-answer process consistent
across everybody, so we can see similarities and differences in the answers
people give.”’

PROBLEM: Respondent will not give an answer that is specific enough, because
it would only be an estimate or a guess.

INTERVIEWER: ““Well we would like it if you would make your very best
estimate. Even though it may not be exactly right, no one is in a better posi-
tion than you are to make this estimate. Just do the best you can.”’

PROBLEM: Respondent is speaking too fast, and the interviewer is having trouble
recording verbatim.

INTERVIEWER: “‘I have to write down your answer exactly as you give it,
so that it is accurate. If I summarize, I might not get it right. For questions
like this, it would help if you would speak slowly, and I may ask you to repeat
some parts so that I can get it all down without making a mistake or leaving
anything out.

PROBLEM: A family member wants to help a respondent form the answer to
an opinion question.

INTERVIEWER: ‘‘On factual questions, things like how many times you’ve
seen a doctor or been in the hospital, it is fine for you to get help from anyone
who can be helpful, because we want the most accurate information we can
get. However, when we ask for somebody’s feelings or opinions, there really
is no one except you who can give us that answer. Again, it is a matter of
being consistent across everybody. When we are asking how somebody feels
or what they think, that person alone has to give us the answer that seems
to fit best. Although lots of us know others very well, we don’t think that
anyone else can accurately tell us what someone thinks or feels. Therefore,

to be consistent, we make sure that people answer those kinds of questions
for themselves.
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PROBLEM: The respondent asks the interviewer for an opinion during the
interview.

INTERVIEWER: “T'll talk about anything you want after the interview, but not
before it is over. The reason is that we have found that in some cases when
interviewers give their opinions and ideas during an interview, we influence
the answers we get. This whole interview process is set up so that the only
thing that influences the answers is your situation and what you have to say.”’

We could extend this list. The details are not important. What is impor-
tant is the process. If an interviewer is trying to conduct a standardized
interview and the respondent does not know how to play the role, the result
will be an awkward interaction in which the interviewer will frequently be
forced to choose between standardization and being responsive to the respon-
dent. It is true that in order to train the respondent effectively, the inter-
viewer has to be well informed; the interviewer has to know the rules and
have a reasonable idea of the reasons for them. However, that level of
knowledge is not difficult to achieve. Most interviewers receive these ex-
planations in the course of their training. The trick is to make sure they
use them in the right way during the interview process.

CONCLUSION

Carrying out an interview in a standardized way is a difficult task. From
the point of view of skills, there is no doubt that probing is the hardest thing
for interviewers to do in a consistent, nondirective way. It is the area in
which interviewers are most likely to fall short of reasonable standards,
and also the area from which interviewer effects are most likely to emanate.
Recording open-ended answers to opinion questions is also very hard to
do well, and also is a source of error, though the decline of the use of open-
ended questions in standardized surveys makes that somewhat less of a
problem than in the past.

Interviewers also do not read questions as worded; they like to make
changes in questions. As a source of error in surveys, reading errors proba-
bly are less important than probing errors. However, the rates at which
interviewers have been found to be writing their own questions in published
studies does not make one sanguine about that aspect of standardization.
Moreover, it is likely that in more casually operated surveys, the rates at
which interviewers are changing question wording are even more severe,
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with more severe consequences, than those reported in the literature.
Although it is hard to document the exact extent of that, it may be worth
repeating that the bedrock of standardized measurement is that we know
what questions people are being asked.

Being neutral is something that interviewers seem to understand and take
to readily. Again, the perspective in this book may be slanted by the fact
that people who study interviewers tend to work with well organized inter-
viewing staffs where clear standards are emphasized. The ease with which
interviewers can slip into interpersonal behavior that implies judgment and
evaluation leads one to suspect that this, too, may be more of a problem
than is reflected in published data.

Finally, one of the most important contributions we have to make to im-
proving the standardization of interviewing is to emphasize the importance
of training the respondent. Based on our observations, a main reason for
a breakdown in standardization is that respondents fail to cooperate or fail
to understand the process. Consider the task of trying to play chess with
someone who thought he or she was playing a slight variation on checkers.
There would be a general idea about what was supposed to happen, but
confusion about the detailed rules would make it an extremely frustrating
experience. In a way, survey respondents are in a similar situation. They
have a general idea about interviews, but they do not have a clear understand-
ing about how a specific standardized interview should work. Telling them
that the rules are different, and then briefing them on the details of the rules
as they become relevant in the course of the game, only makes sense, and
it makes for a much better game.
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Appendix 2 Physical Activity Scale for the Elderly (PASE)
The PASE interview is administered at baseline and follow-up. Please remember:

1. Most questions in the PASE are about leisure activities unless specifically prefaced with
reference to work-related activities, such as housework and work for pay or as a volunteer.
For example, when a participant is asked about sitting activities, such as reading, watching
TV or doing handcrafts, and the participant says that they sit every day at work, do NOT
include sitting activity done at work as part of the answer to that question.

2. When a participant reports that they do a particular activity, they are asked about how
many hours per day they do this activity. As you administer the PASE, try to stay aware of
the numbers of hours that participants report doing activities. If it seems physically
impossible that they are doing this many hours of activities, double-check with the
participant to make sure that you are collecting accurate information.

Below are activity categories and coding examples.

Interviewing Guidelines Version 1.0p
June 2013



Interviewing Guidelines

MOST Operations Manual Vol. IV Chapter 2D, page 38
APPENDIX A:
ACTIVITY CATEGORIES
i nd Recreation
archery ren nd Recreati
badminton }
billiards aerobic dance or water aerobics
boating (canoeing, rowing, backpacking ’
sailing) basketball
bocci ) bicycling/ exercise bike
bowling board sailing
catch handball/ paddleball/
croquet racquetball
darts hiking
fishing hockey (ice or field)
frisbee jogging
golf with a power cart lacrosse
horseshoes mountain climbing, running
musical program rope skipping
riflery rowing machine
shuffleboard | rowing/ canoeing for competition
swimming: no laps skiing (cross-country, downbhill,
table tennis water)
snow shoeing
soccer
M T rt and Recreation stair climbing
squash
barn chores swimming laps
dancing (ballroom, ballet, ) tennis (singles)
disco)
fencing n
football M I rength and Enduran
golf without a cart
horseback riding calisthenics
hunting hand weights
scuba diving physic¢al therapy with weights
skating (ice, roller) push-ups
sledding ¢ sit-ups
snorkeling weight-lifting
softball/ baseball/ cricket
surfing
tennis (doubles) Heavy Housework
trampoline
volleybali carrying wood
mopping floors
moving furniture
ight H work scrubbing floors
sweeping
drying dishes vacuuming
dusting washing walls
hanging up laundry washing windows
ironing washing cars
laundry
meal preparation
washing dishes
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APPENDIX B:
PASE CODING EXAMPLES

The following examples are provided as guidelines regarding the
administration and coding of the PASE.

QUESTION 1

Example: Respondent watches the news every day for one hour.
On Tuesday, the respondent plays bingo for three hours.
Also, the respondent attends meetings twice a week. One
meeting lasts one hour, and the other meeting lasts two hours.

Since the respondent watches TV every day, the interviewer would code
sitting activities as. often (5-7 days). During the week, the respondent
reported 13 hours of sitting (7 hours of TV watching, 3 hours of Bingo, and
3 hours of meeting). Dividing the total hours/week (13) by the days
engaged in sitting activities per week (7) results in hours per day engaged in
sitting activities (1.9 hours; 1 but less than 2 hours).

Visiting with others, sewing, paperwork, playing musical instruments,
playing cards, and/or bingo are considered sitting activities.

QUESTION 2
Example: The respondent walks 30 minutes to 1.5 hours per day.

The average time spent walking was 1 hour. One but less than 2 hours per
day is coded for walking.

Example: Three times a week, the respondent walks 3-4 times a day for
15 minutes.

Coding. Throughout the PASE, the number of days rather than the number
of occasions is coded. Therefore, the respondent walked sometimes (3-4
days). The respondent averaged 52.5 minutes of walking (3.5 times x 15
minutes) on those days, which is coded as less than one hour of walking
outside the home or yard.

Any leisure time, household or work related activity that involves walking is
coded entirely under the appropriate activity category (light, moderate, or
strenuous sport and recreation, muscle strength and endurance, or work-

Interviewing Guidelines Version 1.0p
June 2013



Interviewing Guidelines
MOST Operations Manual Vol. IV Chapter 2D, page 40

related). Hence, walking as part of golf would be coded only as moderate
sport and recreation (Question 4) and not as walking (Question 2).

Walking within the respondent's yard is excluded from the question.
Treadmill walking should be included under Question 2.

QUESTION 3

Example: The respondent plays golf 4 days per week for 4 hours/day.
Three days a week, the golfer uses a power cart. One day a
week, the golfer walks the course either pulling a cart, carrying
the clubs, or the caddy carries the clubs.

Only golf with the power cart would be coded under light sport and
recreation. Specifically, the respondent golfed with a cart sometimes (3-4
days/week) for 2-4 hours/day. Golfing without a cart would be marked
under moderate sport and recreation as seldom (1-2 days) for 2-4 hours per
day. Putting or hitting golf balls at a driving range are coded for light sport
and recreation.

Stretching is not coded under any activity category in the PASE.

QUESTION 4

Gardening and lawn work are not coded under leisure time activities.
Gardening and lawn work are considered household activities. Question 9B
addresses lawn work, and Question 9C pertains to gardening.

QUESTION 5

Example: The respondent swims laps but considers the activity light
rather than strenuous sport and recreation.

Swimming laps is coded a strenuous sport and recreational activity
regardless of the respondent’'s assessment of the activity's intensity.
Leisure time activities are preassigned activity categories as listed in
Appendix A.

Example: The respondent participates in a one-hour aerobics class, 3
days per week. The class consists of 20 minutes of stretching,
20 minutes of hand weights or calisthenics, and 20 minutes of
aerobic dance.
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Coding. The aerobic class would be coded under two categories. The 20
minutes of aerobic dance wouid be coded under strenuous activities, and
the 20 minutes of calisthenics would be coded under muscie strength and
endurance. The 20 minutes of stretching would not be coded under any
activity category. Under strenuous activities, the interviewer would list
aerobics and circle less than 1 hour/day for 3-4 days per week. Likewise,
aerobics would be listed under muscle strength and endurance for less than
1 hour/day for 3-4 days per week.

Climbing stairs as part of an exercise regimen is coded under strenuous
sport and recreation. However, stair climbing as part of daily activities is
not coded in the PASE.

QUESTION 6

Strenuous work activity, such as moving furniture, is not included in this
question. Only activities that are done specifically to increase muscular
strength and endurance are used in Question 6.

QUESTION 7
Drying dishes, clothes washing, ironing, hanging up laundry, taking out the
garbage, and preparing meals are considered light housework. (See
Appendix A.)

QUESTION 8

See Appendix A for applicable activities.

QUESTION 9A
Home repair includes home improvement and maintenance projects such as
painting, plumbing, and carpentry."

QUESTION 9B
Snow removal (sweeping snow, shoveling snow or using a snowblower) is
considered to be lawn work or yard care. Lawn mowing is counted as lawn

work regardless of the type of mower (riding, power, or push) used.

Stacking wood as a household chore is considered to be heavy housework
{Question 8); chopping wood outdoors should be coded under Question 9B.
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QUESTION 9C

Example: Respondent does outdoor gardening in season. In February,
the respondent has not started the garden yet.

Outdoor gardening is coded "no". Only activities performed during the past
seven days are coded.

QUESTION 9D

Dependency is defined as a person requiring assistance with activities of
daily living (food preparation, personal hygiene, household cleaning).
Division of labor within a household (i.e. meal preparation, laundry,
yardwork) is not considered dependency.

Babysitting is included in Question 9D. Babysitting is not included in
Question 10 as a work-related activity.

Pet care is not considered part of Question 9D.

QUESTION 10
Only work performed during the past 7 days is coded.

xample:  The respondent works half the time sitting or standing with
some walking, and the other half of the time walkmg, with
some handling of materials.

Higher rather than lower activity levels are coded if the respondent indicates
two categories of physical activity required on the job or volunteer work.

Respondents should be encouraged to give their best estimate of the
number of hours they worked during the previous seven days. However, if
a range of hours is reported (e.g. 15-20 hours), use the midpoint of the
range as an estimate.
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