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Disclaimer

This presentation is intended to report exploratory 
research and analysis undertaken by the National 
Center for Science and Engineering Statistics (NCSES). 
Any opinions, findings, conclusions, or 
recommendations expressed in this material are those 
of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views 
of the National Science Foundation. This presentation 
has been released to inform interested parties of 
ongoing research or activities and to encourage further 
discussion of the topic.
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Motivations

• Quick turnaround pre-testing
• Cheaper data collection
• Possible complement to traditional 

questionnaire pre-testing

• First project to test crowdsourcing for 
questionnaire development and evaluation
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Research Questions
1. How successful were we at recruiting and 

collecting data from college graduates?
2. How closely did the MTurk-recruited population 

match the college-educated population on key 
demographics?

3. Did confidentiality pledges affect participation in 
the survey?

4. How consistently did participants report their 
income within the survey?
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Study Details

• Fielded: December 2017 (3 days)
• Total sample size: 600
• Final number of participants: 578
• Recruited via MTurk
• Link to survey on Mathematica’s (contractor) 

website
• Expected duration: 15 minutes
• Compensation: $2
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Notice on MTurk
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Experiment Details

• Two embedded experiments:
– Variations in wording of confidentiality pledges 

(3 versions, across-participants)
– Variations in questions concerning income 

(2 versions, within-participant)
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National Survey of College 
Graduates (NSCG)

• Sample size: approximately 135,000
• Data collection contractor: U.S. Census Bureau
• Target population:

– Bachelor’s degree or higher
– Not institutionalized
– Younger than 76 years
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Q1. How successful were we at recruiting 
and collecting data from college graduates?
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• NSCG: 99.8% with college degree
• MTurk: 95.6 % with college degree

• Screening was remarkably good, but not 
perfect
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Q1. How successful were we at recruiting 
and collecting data from college graduates?

Highest degree 
obtained

2015 NSCG 
(weighted)

MTurk 
(unweighted)

Bachelor’s 63% 75%

Master’s 28% 19%

Doctorate 3% 2%

Other professional degree 
(e.g., MD, DDS, JD)

6% 4%
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Q2. How closely did the MTurk-recruited 
population match the college-education 
population on age, citizenship, and sex?

Demographic 
Variable

2015 NSCG 
(weighted)

MTurk 
(unweighted)

Average age 47 years 38 years

Women 53% 50%

US citizens, native 85% 96%

US citizens, naturalized 9% 2%

Non-US citizens, 
permanent resident

3% 1%

Non-US citizens, 
temporary resident

2% 1%
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Q2. How closely did the MTurk-recruited 
population match the college-education 

population on race?

Demographic 
Variable

2015 NSCG 
(weighted)

MTurk 
(unweighted)

White only 80.7% 79.0%

Asian only 8.7% 8.1%

Black only 7.7% 9.9%

American Indian /
Alaska Native only

0.3% 0.4%

Native Hawaiian /
Pacific Islander only

0.5% 0.0%

Multiple races 2.1% 2.7%



Q3: Confidentiality Pledges
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• Similar work by BLS and Census in 2016
• Pledge presented at beginning
• Questions about pledge at the end



Q3: Confidentiality Pledges
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This information is solicited under the authority of 
the National Science Foundation Act of 1950, as 
amended, and the Confidential Information 
Protection and Statistical Efficiency Act of 2002. 
[Treatment] The information you provide will be 
used for statistical purposes only. Your response 
will be kept confidential. Your response is voluntary 
and failure to provide some or all of the requested 
information will not in any way adversely affect you.



Q3: Treatments (Random 
assignment to one of these)

• Version A: Per the Federal Cybersecurity Enhancement Act of 
2015, Federal information systems are protected from 
malicious activities through cybersecurity screening of 
transmitted data.

• Version B: Per the Federal Cybersecurity Enhancement Act of 
2015, your data are protected from cybersecurity risks
through screening of the systems that transmit your data.

• Version C: Per the Federal Cybersecurity Enhancement Act of 
2015, your data are protected from cybersecurity risks 
through screening of the Federal information systems that 
transmit your data.
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Summary of Treatments

Topic Version A Version B Version C

What is being 
protected

Federal 
information 
systems

Your data Your data

What it is being 
protected from 

Malicious activities Cybersecurity 
risks

Cybersecurity
risks

How the 
protection is 
happening

Cybersecurity
screening of 
transmitted data

Screening of the 
systems that 
transmit your data

Screening of the 
Federal 
information 
systems that 
transmit your data
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Q3: Did pledge wording affect 
response quality?

Version A Version B Version C

Number of 
completes

193 192 182

Overall breakoffs 6 3 2

Survey item
non-response

0.5 - 5.5% 0.5 - 6.3% 0.5 - 5%
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Do you have any concerns about how NCSES
would keep your information confidential?

Would NCSES’s approach to keeping your 
information confidential influence your decision 

to participate in an NCSES survey?

Concerns and Influence on Participation, 
by Pledge Version:

% Respondents Replying "Yes”
✱p<0.05

Version A Version B Version C

✱
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Which word should we use? Which is easier to understand? Which sounds least threatening?

Per the Cybersecurity Enhancement Act of 2015, 
your data are protected from cybersecurity risks

through cybersecurity [monitoring – OR –
screening] of the systems that transmit your data.

✱p<0.05

Monitoring Screening

✱ ✱



Q4: How consistently did 
participants report their income 

within the survey?
NSCG Version
What is your basic annual earned 
income on your principal job, before 
deductions?
Do not include bonuses, overtime, or 
additional compensation for 
summertime teaching or research. If you 
are not salaried, please estimate your 
earned income, excluding business 
expenses.

2-Question series
• For your principal job, what is the 

easiest way for you to report your 
total earnings BEFORE taxes or 
other deductions?
(choose 1 of 7 options, including 
other – specify)

• What is your best estimate of how 
much you usually earn on the basis 
indicated in the previous question?
Do not include bonuses, overtime, or 
additional compensation for 
summertime teaching or research.

20



• Randomized which one came first
• Several other demographic questions in 

between (to discourage respondents from 
looking back at earlier responses)
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Q4: Income reporting consistency



• 35 (6%) respondents reported annualized 
earnings that did NOT approximate basic 
annual earned income
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Q4: Income reporting consistency



Q4: Problems with income

• Misreporting, e.g., reporting an annual figure, but 
checking “hourly” frequency

• Two questions are not enough
• Total earnings and basic annual earned income are 

not necessarily the same

• #ItsComplicated
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Operational Matters: OMB

• Generic/umbrella clearance
• Cited work previously conducted by BLS
• Memo plus assorted attachments
• Approval within 2 weeks

24



Did MTurk Work for NCSES?

• Fast data collection
• High cooperation; few incompletes
• Got people with college degrees
• No apparent patterns of item non-response

• Will NCSES use MTurk again? Yes.
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Contact Information

Rebecca L. Morrison
703.292.7794
RLMorris@nsf.gov
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