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About the NSF HERD Survey 

 Higher Education Research and Development (HERD) Survey 

 Annual census of U.S. universities and colleges that granted 
bachelor’s degrees or higher and had $150,000 or more in R&D 
expenditures in the previous fiscal year 

 Recent populations have included about 950 universities and 
colleges. 

 Institutionalized: A version of this survey has been fielded by NSF 
every year since the early 1970s. Some respondents have been 
doing the survey for decades.  

 High response rates: The response rate is typically at or above 95%. 
Most data are made available to the public at the institutional level, 
so universities and colleges are motivated to respond. 

 



About the HERD Survey 

 Economic survey: Most questions request details about R&D 
expenditures. Respondents are typically from the finance or 
sponsored programs office. 

 Although there is a paper form, 99% of submitted surveys are 
completed on the Web. 

 The Web survey includes lots of tools to make completing the 
survey easier 

 Most questions include at least one autosum but some include 
dozens. 

 There are several cross-question comparisons. 
 Respondents are warned when a value is significantly different 

from the previous year’s. 
 

 

 







Recent Challenges 

 After many years of little change, the survey was significantly 
redesigned before the FY 2010 collection. 

 As part of the redesign several new questions were added. 

 The survey needed to allow for the submission of partial data, even 
within a single question, while still running automated checks.  

 After a lengthy data collection period for the FY 2010 survey, we 
needed to find cost effective ways of speeding up survey review and 
approvals. 

 The increased burden for respondents and data collection staff 
necessitated an increased focus on the usability of the survey 
system.  



Submitting Partial Data 

FY 2010 Survey 
 Respondents were asked to leave the cells for unavailable values 

blank. 
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Submitting Partial Data 

FY 2010 Survey 
 Respondents were asked to leave the cells for unavailable values 

blank. 

 On a separate screen respondents were asked to verify whether 
blank cells should be 0 or “not available.” 

 The data collection staff had to follow up with almost 100% of 
respondents and it took 6 months to clarify submitted data. 



Submitting Partial Data 

FY 2011 Survey 
 A survey can no longer be submitted with blank cells. 

 Dropdown lists on each cell allow respondents to select 0 or 
Unavailable, or enter the requested value. 
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Submitting Partial Data 

FY 2011 Survey 
 A survey can no longer be submitted with blank cells  

 Dropdown lists on each cell allow respondents to select 0 or 
Unavailable, or enter the requested value. 

 Specialized dropdown lists are used for some fields. 

 Follow-ups by data reviewers dropped by 40% and the collection 
was 2 months shorter. 

 End-of-year data processing was also easier because there was 
less recoding of submitted data. 

 



Pre-submittal Data Checks 

FY 2010 Survey 
 Some data checks were presented out of context on a separate 

screen. 

 Respondents could view only one question screen at a time, so it 
was difficult to compare answers across questions. 
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 Some data checks were presented out of context on a separate 
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 It was difficult for respondents to identify the problematic value, 
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Pre-submittal Data Checks 

FY 2010 Survey 
 Some data checks were presented out of context on a separate 

screen. 

 Respondents could view only one question screen at a time, so it 
was difficult to compare answers across questions. 

 It was difficult for respondents to identify the problematic value, 
particularly on questions with larger grids. 

 All explanations for significant differences from last year’s data were 
included in one comment box.  Respondents were instructed to, 
“use the box labeled ‘Comments’ on this screen to explain”. 



Pre-submittal Data Checks 

FY 2011 and FY 2012 Surveys 
 All data error or warning messages appear at the top of the relevant 

question page. 

 Problematic cells are highlighted. 
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Pre-submittal Data Checks 

FY 2011 and FY 2012 Surveys 
 All data error or warning messages appear at the top of the relevant 

question page. 

 Problematic cells are highlighted. 

 Multiple questions can now be viewed at the same time. 

 There is a separate text box for each significant difference from last 
year that  requires an explanation. Something must be entered  in 
that text box before the survey can be submitted. 
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Post-submittal Data Reviews 

FY 2010 and FY 2011 Surveys 
 All questions and responses were relayed though e-mail and phone 

calls. 

 Questions about data were out of context. 

 Changes to data often resulted in new errors that needed to be 
resolved. 

 When revisions were needed to numerical data or comment text, the 
changes had to be made by data collection staff, adding processing 
time and more quality controls. 



Post-submittal Data Reviews 

FY 2012 Survey 
 E-mails from the data reviewer direct respondents back to the Web 

survey. 

 Data quality issues are presented at the top of each question, just 
like pre-submittal errors. 

 Respondents can revise data, and if any new errors are triggered, 
they immediately see the new error. 

 Any new explanations are automatically associated with the value in 
question without cutting and pasting from an e-mail. 

 Processing time by data collection staff is reduced. 
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Lessons Learned 

 The additional programmer time needed to automate processes or 
revise an interface can be cost effective, if done well. 

 You can have a survey that takes advantage of the capabilities of 
the Web while still being consistent with a paper form. 

 Follow-ups with respondents after a survey is submitted is a burden 
to the respondents, as well as data collection staff.  
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