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Questionnaire Evaluation at NASS

• Limited questionnaire evaluation

• Quantitative methods

• Expert review

• Cognitive interviewing

o Very few studies, most using small samples
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Improving Questionnaire Evaluation at 
NASS

• Increase input from respondents

• Expanding cognitive interview program

• CARI/Behavior coding

• Quantitative Methods (e.g., field tests, 
nonresponse analysis, imputation rates)

• Mixed-methods approach
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Current Study

• Recent OMB recommendation to modify the 
answer categories for some questions on our 
Ag Labor Survey

• Opportunity to do mixed-methods test:

– Cognitive Interviewing

– Field Test

– Behavior Coding
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Ag Labor Survey

• Measures types/numbers and hours/wages of 
farm workers

• Conducted twice a year

• Data primarily collected by mail, with CATI 
follow up and in-person interviewing
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Ag Labor Survey Cont.

• OMB recommended we use Standard 
Occupational Classification (SOC) Codes to 
measure types of hired labor

• Longer, more detailed list of occupations
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Hired Labor Original Question
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Revised Hired Labor Question
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Cognitive Interviews

• Two rounds of testing (n=24)

• Only tested the questions related to 
categorizing workers (original and two revised 
versions)

• Interviews conducted by 9 interviewers in 6 
states
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Cognitive Interview Findings

• Order of worker codes and question was 
confusing for new version

• Respondent had trouble finding correct code

– Major groupings; “Other” categories were not seen

• Respondents had trouble picking one code

• Examples of types of workers seemed helpful to 
respondents, but they caused incorrect answers

• Term ‘hired to do’ caused some confusion
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Cognitive Interview Findings

• Issues we weren’t looking for

– Definition of hired worker (e.g., family members, 
operator, children?)

– Level of reporting (by category [what we 
wanted]or by worker?)

– Wages and hours – some workers are paid 
different wages for different jobs
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Paper Instrument Improvements

• Order of presentation of worker codes and 
question

• New layout of worker codes

– More obvious major categories (e.g., spacing, 
fonts)

– Removal of definition text and examples
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CATI Instrument

First ask respondents:

What type of work were they hired to do? 

1. Field work

2. Livestock work

3. Supervision/Management

4. Other work
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CATI Instrument

Then asked:

More specifically, which type of work were they 
hired to do? (open ended - Interviewer then 
selects appropriate code based on the 
response)
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Challenges & Limitations of CIs

• Tested the paper version only

• Cognitive interviewers with limited 
training/little or no experience

• Convenience sample/couldn’t sample large 
ops

• Must incorporate SOC codes
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Field Test

• Respondents were administered the original 
question during the survey

• After survey completed, respondents were read 
the following statement and then asked the new 
question version:

NASS is testing a new set of worker groups for the Agricultural 
Labor Survey, and we are asking for your help with this project. 
You will be asked to report on the same workers from the 
previous questions, separating the workers by the main type of 
work they were hired to do based on the expanded list of worker 
codes. 
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Field Test Findings

• Less useable records for the new version 
across all regions (ranged from 1%-19% by 
region)

• Comparisons of the estimates were made by 
region for number of paid workers

• Of the 51 possible comparisons made, 5 were 
statistical significant at the 0.05 level… BUT….

17



FedCASIC
March 19, 2014

Challenges & Limitations of FT

• Did not do a split sample field test

• Respondents always received the original 
question first

• Data from new question versions not edited; 
estimates not released

• Interviewer effects – more on this in a minute
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Behavior Coding

• Quantitative, systematic coding of interviewer 
respondent interaction

• Use representative sample
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Behavior Coding

• Audio recorded and captured screen shots of 
500 interviews from the October 2013 Ag 
Labor Survey.

• Loaded these recordings/screen shots into 
CARI for behavior coding

• Plan is to code 50 interviews; using 5 coders
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Behavior Coding

• 1st level exchange

- Interviewer behavior

- Respondent behavior

• Final response

- Respondent behavior

- Data entry

- Number of exchanges required
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Findings 

• None yet! Still trying to achieve good 
agreement

Preliminary Findings:

• Interviewers skipping new questions and 
entering data from old questions. 

• New questions are hard to administer; 
burdensome on interviewers & respondents. 
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Challenges & Limitations of BC

• Technical Challenges

– Working with new CARI system

– Sound Issues

– Interviewers advancing too quickly/system lag

23



FedCASIC
March 19, 2014

Challenges & Limitations of BC

• Methodological Challenges

–poor agreement

– complex instrument/conversational

– interviewer variability

– lack of training in BC
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Outcomes

Was this mixed-methods approach worth it?

• CI: Made changes to format of paper form – don’t 
know if this made improvements

• FT: Few differences in nonresponse in the CATI –
but know based on BC new questions not always 
asked

• BC: No findings yet; but made aware of burden, 
flaws in field test

• Need to have more collaboration for testing
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Moving forward

• How can we better plan out mixed-methods 
tests?

• How can we do better tests in production?

• How can we get all players on same page? 
(survey administrators, research staff, call 
center supervisors, enumerators all have 
different motivations.)
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Questions? Comments?

Heather Ridolfo

Heather.ridolfo@nass.usda.gov
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