Minutes

WCC #1001: Experiments in Survey

March 6 – 7, 2003

Chair Don Dillman convened the first annual meeting of the newly formed WCC 1001 at 8am on March 6, 2002 at the Tucson InnSuites.

Opening comments: Vicki McCracken discussed the distinction between regional projects and regional coordinating committees. Regional coordinating committees are reviewed and approved at the regional level, not at the national level, as regional projects are. Annual reports are required within 60 days after the meeting, and should indicate who attended and what was accomplished (minutes). We should also clearly specify anything that demonstrates coordinated efforts across states. We should be sensitive to any impact we are having and tell what it is. We can list publications, but it isn’t necessary.

Agenda: Don submitted an agenda, which we all received prior to the meeting via e-mail. The agenda was approved

The four papers: The have been circulated and we have gone about as far as we can go, at least on the first three. Don recalled that we had talked about submitting to Rural Sociology, and that still seems like a good idea. Lorenz and Dillman will work with Gary Green in submitting them: Lorenz will contact Gary, and Don & Fred will communicate with him about the submission. We want to make sure they are in Rural Sociology style form. Fern noted that the opening paragraphs of the papers, as written, are not orientated toward rural sociologists, and they need to be. Don added that we need to underscore that a distinctive aspect of these papers is that they have multiple replications.

State reports:  

Fred Lorenz talked about his current methodological research and the Inter-disciplinary Research Institute for Survey Science (IRISS). He described his work with the correspondence between observed and pencil & paper reports, and the possibility that the new Survey Center within IRISS will shake lose a new wave of experiments.

Robie Sangster (BLS) handed out her work on the article written by Nick Wreden for the Harvard Management Communication Letter. She also handed out her CMOR second annual respondent cooperation workshop, written for the APOR newsletter. The workshop is structured around topics; papers are presented and then discussed. For example, callbacks are becoming harassment, and the workshop discusses policies regarding callbacks. Robie has agreed to do a paper for this workshop that pulls together recent literature on recall attempts, answering machine methods, refusal reversals, and related topics. Robie is contributing to the “What is a survey?” pamphlet, published by the ASA. 

Discussion: Don… to get response rates up, we need to switch modes. Organizations resist this because they only know how to do telephone interviews. Robie. . .the big issue. . .the trend . . .is to ask about bias, not response rate. Response rates are a surrogate to bias. . .we want big response rates to undermine threats of bias. Frankovitch (CBS news) found that refusal conversions increased bias. Shorna. . .this raises the question: how well do the drop-off, pick-up methods work?

Robie continued by discussing web survey design experiments that they are conducting at the BLS, especially as it relates to point of purchase surveys (POPS), which asks about places one shops, etc. and is included in the consumer price index. There are two philosophies of survey: structured approaches that standardize the interview process in order to reduce bias, etc. But it violates rules of conversation when informants volunteer information early, etc., and creates problems. The alternative is flexible navigation (which may be like self-administered surveys in that respondents aren’t confined to a single, specific order). The new flexible designs are written in extensible markup language (XML), which allows greater flexibility, even though it takes more programming work. If you apply this the POPS, you can go down a list on the left of the screen, and pick the categories in which you’ve made purchases, and then go to details. You can skip whole categories, which has its dangers. For example, people may not know what’s in a category and may not recall purchases until prompted. Nevertheless, this flexible navigation may be important in keeping people engaged in web surveys. The flexible approach was evaluated for general reactions and for completeness, and both navigational styles were acceptable, satisfaction was about the same, the number of items reported as purchased was about the same, but instructions on the decision tree needed clarification. When a comparison of the two approaches was made, paper was rated predictable, logical, safe and comfortable, enjoyable and satisfying, etc., but the flexible screen was seen as easier and more flexible. 

Don Dillman continued the theme of web surveys by reporting on joint work with Leah Christian at WSU. The paper is entitled “The influence of words, symbols, numbers, and graphics on answers to self-administered questionnaires” (paper handed out, with associated questionnaires). The argument is that people assemble information as best they can, and if the words, symbols, etc are in concert, they combine to help reduce error. The motivation: mixed modes are coming, but it introduces complexities in, for example, the ways branching is done. Among the experiments they conducted (see tables in the paper):

H1: They asked whether arrows make a difference: with arrow, 4% left the question blank; 8% w/o arrow.

H2: How about space for open-ended questions? With larger space, more words were put in the answer. More themes? Yes, in two of the three situations. 

H3: Does the placement of navigational path either before or after a box make a difference?  The result is that people use navigational paths; that is, visuals make a difference.

H4: Linear vs. non-linear layout of scales (vertical verse blocks of vertical and horizontal responses. Yes, the combination of vertical and horizontal causes problems.

H5: Visual differences in spacing between categories. No apparent difference.

H6: Reverse categories in an “all that apply.” The bars of the graph were all higher in one order than another. When “diverse” and “world class” is listed first, there was a higher number of “yes’s” for all categories. It is not simply recency; it has to do with anchoring.

H7: Polar-point vs. fully labeled (all 5 categories). In all 3 experiments, there is a tendency to use the middle category more when the middle category is not explicitly defined. When it is not explicit, the middle may be defined as “somewhat satisfied.” 

H8: Same idea, but for unbalanced scales (excellent, very good, good, fair, poor, very poor). People don’t only look at words; they do look at the location within categories to interpret what is being asked. 

H9: Check all that apply. . .vs.  . . .yes/no to each. Conclusion. . . . you get more “yes’s” but more no responses.

H10: Questions w and w/o the verbal scale to questions from 1 – 5. When respondents write in their numbers, fewer said, “very satisfied” and there was evidence that when respondents wrote in answers, they got confused about the direction of the answer. Writing in answers takes out the symbolic and spatial support. 

Tommy Brown reported on their research on eating fish from Lake Ontario. How much is safe? Respondents were asked to estimate how much they would change their consumption of fish (eat less, no change, eat more, don’t know) if they were given information on the health benefits and risks of eating fish. Respondents were asked to make changes, from eating more fish to eating less. In one form used in the study, benefits (few, moderate, many) were listed first and risks listed second, and in the second form, risks are first and benefits are second. Results: the propensity to “eat less” fish seems to be sensitive to the order. The extent to which respondents’ say they would “eat less” fish depends on whether the evaluation of the benefits precedes or follows evaluations of the risk. The propensity to eat less fish is different when the risks are high, given that the benefits are high, compared with when the benefits are high, given that the risks are high. 

Robert Mason gave Ginny’s report and reported on his work on cognitive response. Cognitive responses are more important than other factors in understanding responses. This comes from several traditions in social psychology, including Wendt (1930s) and subsequent psychologists. 

Experiments: two mail surveys on type fonts and their effects on comprehension. The design was a 2 x 2 factorial with all capital letters and not capitals for Arial and Times New Roman type. It was a mail survey on snowmobile fuel use. The response variable is response rate. It had little effect; no significant results. In the second study –motor boat gasoline use –with a little larger sample size, but there was some small effect due to font size (p = 0.09). Fern’s comment: all capitals didn’t come out too bad, even though the graphic designers warn against it. Robie will look at the issue for web surveys. Bob showed 4 fonts: all capitals (Arial); mixed (Arial); all capitals (comic sans) and mixed (comic sans). Again, there were no effects. Don’s comment: font size is a small variable, and it doesn’t have an effect. But it brings up the importance of visuals, and it still remains an open empirical issue whether capitals for emphasis work or are they skipped over? Is there an effect on item non-response?

Ginny and Bob have a paper on incentives and item non-response. The theory: why go after unit non-response if you are creating item non-response? Do incentives improve cumulative item non-response as well as unit non-response?

Brian Meekin reported on his work on telephone POPS studies. Brian is working on scripting an advance letter. The OMB asked the BLS to do experiments to improve response rates. The variables being used are advance vs no advance letter. There is also an issue relating to the wording used to tell respondents that their survey is in accordance with OMB guidelines and the Privacy Act of 1974. Don offered some suggestions for re-writing the drafted advance letter. One suggestion was that, since law does not require the letter, the letter should be considered a sales pitch to make respondents as receptive to the interview as possible. In that context, keep it simple and avoid legalese. Brian and Robie will work further. Robie said they expect a 0 – 3% increase in response rates.

Brian is also working on measurement error on BLI surveys using latent class analysis to model the effects of categories of commodities over 4 points in time. The latent class models are good for estimating measurement error under the assumption that the reliability and error variance are the same at each point in time.

Steve Swinford developing a measure of sibling relationships this summer and fall. In terms of web base surveys, there are various ways to ask questions, such as yes/no and none/some/a lot, etc. Don: could you do some by telephone and some by web? Steve: this will be administered in 4 classes, each with 80 – 250 students. The response categories can be changed. Don: see an article in Science where the web reported the most deviant behaviors. 

Rob Robertson just got new approval on multi-method comparative study that links to stakeholders. Rob is working with the experiment station to compare his list of stakeholders to their list. He may connect to stakeholders by different modes (mail; telephone). Vicki: experiment stations are required to have input from stakeholders, so what Rob is doing is virtually mandated. 

Rob is also working with fishermen in New England, who do not hold scientists in high regard, and Rob is studying trust of one group toward others. What kind of cooperative research efforts do 800 multi-licensed fisherman trust. The response for this study was about 290, and Rob would like to know more about non-respondents and non-respondent bias. Could we do a telephone follow up on non-response? Another possible group with which to include experiments in surveys: fisheries are not very diverse, so they have given the Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) $8 million to develop ideas. Rob suggested that they go to the social scientists at two of the HBCUs, and then expand over time. Experiments could be worked into the plan. Rob also did a study on power point and brochure, etc., and did a pre- and post-test, on aquiculture.

We concluded the day discussing the organization of the committee, the election of the new chair, and establishment of a website. 

Meeting adjourned at 5pm.

Business: The meeting reconvened again at 8am on Friday, March 7, 2003. Willits nominated Dillman and Sangster for co-chairs and Lorenz for secretary, and they agreed to do it. We agreed on a registration fee of $7.50 to cover costs, and we scheduled next year’s meeting, again at the InnSuites on Oracle.

Next year’s meeting is March 4 & 5. 

We then continued with state reports.

Shorna Broussard reported on research projects she is working on in the context of a study of timber harvesting and the upper Wabash watershed. Shorna began by recalling Krosnick et al’s (2002) POQ paper on “no opinion” responses. One of their findings is that the “no opinion” did not improve the predictability of the responses over time, and by allowing “no opinion” you may lose other information. Use of “no-opinion” may be related to education. The second study is on the drop-off/pick-up technique used in community development studies. In this approach, the survey is dropped off and then picked up again at a fixed later date in time. 

The study in the Wabash watershed has many conflicting environmental and social demands, so Shorna is interested in the social psychology of land use decisions. She is developing a model to understand how decisions are made on private land, based on the Fishbine and Azure’s theory of reasoned action. Shorna and Glenn Israel raised the question: how do you put split-ballot experiments in surveys and then interpret the results. This opened the general issue of how do we report substantive results when the experiments lead to two results. Several solutions were offered: Fern suggested using non-essential questions for experiments; Don suggested that “no-opinion” responses simply may need to be included for credibility with this audience; Fred suggested that the experimental form should be included in the analysis as a dummy-coded covariate. Don further suggested adding some question-order experiments and experiments with skip-patterns when asking large blocks of questions. Most agreed that the drop-off and pick-up method works well in small, confined communities. 

Brian Meekins reported on his study of the effects of verbal anchors on 5-point bipolar satisfaction scales from 4 surveys conducted for the Federal Highway Administration (n = 2030; telephone). The different questions have different anchors, from “extremely dissatisfied” to “extremely satisfied” and from “very satisfied” to “very satisfied.” Results change over time, but probably because of the scale change. So how much is due to the scales, and what features of the change in scale caused the change? Brian provided a handout that included scale versions “A,” “B,” down to “US2000” and “New01.” They examined the differences under these conditions, in an attempt to explain the differences. Much of the difference in opinions over time is due to the change in scale. When going from scale A (extremely) to scale B (very), not much changed. The neutral category indexed the change from scale B to C: some change moving away from the category labeled “neutral.” The movement from scale C to the New01, which names all the quantifiers, yielded even greater movement away from the neutral category. One of the important results is that clarification of the quantifiers moved respondents from the middle category, especially when the category is defined as “neutral.” However, the scales labeled only at the extremes yielded better predictions of overall satisfaction. 

Fern Willits started by discussing cash incentives, raising the question that if we pay them do we train people to expect to be paid to participate in surveys? Studies that do exist do not seem to indicate a “carry over” effect. She reported on a sample of n = 4183 where she had used incentives of $0, $1, and $2, and then went back to a sub-sample of 1971 with $0 and $1 incentives. What you get is the $1 increases the response rate, as other studies have shown, but there was also evidence that t1 incentives affected the response rate at t2. Results: if t1 had $0, then 76%, if $1, then 66% and if $2, then 63%. There was no closure on what to do next.

Glenn Israel reported on a customer satisfaction survey in extension, with multiple methodological issues. He highlighted doing a telephone with two possibilities: having a sample for private contractors, and using one of the University’s telephone survey centers. Currently the telephone survey is done by extension, with interviews conducted by a whole class of volunteer interviewers such as an advisory committee member and county extension personal. They will examine whether they get different results from professional interviewers. The general satisfaction question is the single item used by legislative committee staff. They will check for mode (mail vs. telephone) and interviewer (in house vs. survey center) effects. 

Discussions: The morning concluded by discussing plans for next year. Don is planning web surveys that incorporate visual experiments previously done with other modes. Steve is planning some fall experiments in his research on sibling relations. Glenn is planning a couple of mail surveys that replicate some aspects of Don’s visual experiments. Shorna will be doing a drop-off/pick-up experiments with aspects of the visual experiments.

After lunch, we discussed problems associated with human subjects (IRB) review. Lorenz talked about his problems at ISU and Glenn brought forth the question of what knowledge base is to be used to decide about wording in cover letters. In part, it concerns readability. Fern summarized her situation, and then asked, what do we need to convey to the subject? The rules should have a research base, and that hasn’t been looked at? Second, what is the impact of the rules on the research? Glen: the cover letter is part of the tailored design; its part of the research process and its part of the IRB review process. Can we do research on this; can we do letters with variation in IRB consent. There are two issues: the subject’s comfort, which can be addressed with focus groups, and its effect on the response rate.

The fourth paper: The last item on the agenda was a discussion of the paper on general questions that either precede or follow lists of specific items on the same topic. The decision was made to not submit this paper at this time because it needs more work. There were two difficulties. First, a section of the paper that drew from the work of Shul & Schiff (1993) was still not clear enough; reviewers might have difficulty following it. Second, part of the analysis may not actually mimic the analyses done by Shul & Schiff. Lorenz agreed to follow up on this paper and prepare a revised version for next year.

Meeting adjourned.

