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Interviewersin Computer Assisted Telephone Interviews:

Sandardization Controversy

I ntroduction

One of the primary aims of standardizing the inmprocess is to control interviewer influencetth
is, to make interviewer behaviors independent tfasional factors (i.e., conditions in which the
interview is conducted, respondent’s charactegsti(Fowler & Mangione 1990). However,
standardization may lead to communication problémisveen the interviewer and the respondent,
which can be characterized by the respondent'sdf&kowledge of terminology used in the question,
or the inability of the interviewer to engage iea@versation initiated by the respondent. As a t3me
to these difficulties, an alternative approach hheen proposed—conversational/flexible
interviewing—to assure that all respondents undatstsurvey questions as intended (Suchman &
Jordan 1990; Beatty 1995). Here, interviewers ghdeViate from the standardized script and clarify
the question concept so that a respondent intsrpiatstions consistently and correctly. A series of
studies (Schober & Conrad 1997; Conrad & SchobedOPOhas shown that conversational
interviewing improves response accuracy when redguts’ circumstances are not typical. However,
the drawback of this approach is that it requirdditeonal time to clarify concepts and to train the
interviewers in these concepts. As a result, daitaation might last longer and cost more money.

Despite its disadvantages, standardized intervigudrpracticed in all sectors of the survey indystr
and conversational interviewing can be considerdg as an option occasionally implemented in the
survey practice. This universal use of standardizgdrviewing motivated us to investigate the
interviewers’ experiences associated with condgdiiterviews. In particular, telephone interviewers
were asked how often and in what context they wikedy to infringe the standardization rule.
Moreover, CATI studio managers were invited to cantnon the remarks delivered by the
interviewers.

M ethodology

Within this paper, we will outline selected resulisthe study carried out between 2009 and 2010
among 12 major Polish commercial survey organimatioEach of these companies has CATI
facilities, and each carries out telephone intevgieon a regular basis. Organizations selected to
participate were required to have a certificatehas CAT| category issued by the Interviewing Qualit

! The following organizations participated in theject: 4P research mix; ASM Centrum Badan i AnaliniRy ARC Rynek
i Opinia; Expert-Monitor (at present: Kantar Medi&fK Polonia; IMAS International; IPSOS; Grupa IQBlillward
Brown; PBS; Pentor Research International (at pre3&ifs: Polska); and TNS OBOP (at present: TNS Polska).



Control Prograr’n In 2009, a total of 18 firms were certified; hoxee six of them did not participate
in the study; either they refused or their studid been closed down.

The research was based on different methods of catection: a standardized self-administered
questionnaire for CATI interviewers (846 interviawdook part in the study), a standardized self-
administered questionnaire for CATI studio manadés cases), and 32 in-depth interviews (IDIs)

with well-experienced telephone interviewers. Addfially, in 2013 follow-up research was carried

out. During IDIs, CATI survey managers (eight peiowere asked to comment on the results
obtained in the main study. The paper focuses emtiicomes of the qualitative part of the reséarch

We will describe the problems the interviewers emtered while conducting standardized telephone
interviews, as well as remarks from fieldwork magragconcerning these difficulties.

Results

The interviewers claim that that adhering to thendardized interview protocol is troublesome, as
they often encounter respondents facing difficaliie understanding the questions. Surprisingly, the
majority of interviewers deviate from interviewingules in such cases. Usually, interviewers
reformulate the questions using language that iezemeasily understood by the respondents or they
explain any terms which may be unclear. Althoughirderviewers are aware of the importance of
standardizing the interview protocol, there seemriset consent in most research firms to deviate from
the rules when the respondents appear to experigogative difficulties. This consent is usually
unspoken; however, in isolated cases there arengsipes who instruct the interviewers on how to
reformulate the questions.

We often have to simplify the questions. If peogémn’t understand the questions, they are irritabed
want to hang up. Of course, it's a silent consblat.one is instructed to behave in such way, bubme
finds fault with it as well. [Sometimes] | have tyossibilities: either finish the interview or adap the
respondent(CATI interviewer)

It is notable that almost all interviewers indichtiat questions used in the CATI scripts are often
formulated using complicated vocabulary and syntdpe questions have not been adapted to suit the
intellectual skills of an average respondent. la ifiterviewers’ opinions, if the researchers placed
greater significance on the design of researclstbyllistening to the interviews and talking to CAT
interviewers, there should be no reason for dedstalizing the procedure.

Sometimes the questions are so horrible that edem’t know what the matter is. So how can thosarpo
respondents with elementary education understacid guestions? [...] No researcher, no supervisot, tha
hadn’t worked as a CATI interviewer knows the gsnhat we the interviewers kno(ATI interviewer)

Sometimes questions are so long that when | firgalding them, | don’t remember what the beginning i
The respondent — without written text — all the eMQCATI interviewer)

Based on interviewers’ opinions, it seems there tare types of questions that are particularly
troublesome, and dealing with such questions oftanses interviewers to deviate from the
standardization procedure. First, there are questiath semantic scales containing a lot of respons

2 The Interviewing Quality Control Program — modelgiter British solutions to fieldwork issues — is thmin Polish
initiative, promoting fieldwork quality standarde Burvey research. Research agencies that pasaditecan receive
certificates in different categories (MazurkiewR210).

% Other topics covered by the tools used in ourysemhcerned, for instance, the issues of intervisapinions on the
differences between “landline” and “mobile” respents (Jablonski 2014), stressful situations inpledme interviews
(Jablonski 2012b), and level of satisfaction CATkiwiewers derive from doing their job (JablonsBiL2a).



categories. In face-to-face interviews, asking sguabstions can be supported by visual materials
presented to the respondent. In CATI, in most casesnot possible. Therefore, implementing these
questions in CATI scripts should be avoided angexislized technigue—known assplit question
(Dillman 1978),unfolding (Groves 1979) obranching(Malhotra et al. 2009)—should be utilized. In
this technique, two questions, instead of one, amleed. The first one refers to the direction of
respondents’ feelings (e.g., are they, or are tiay satisfied with something). The second question
asks them the degree/intensity of their feelingg.(ere they very satisfied or quite satisfied)eT
interviewers, while de-standardizing the protosglem to unconsciously use this technique and they
break the questions into two parts as they cogreettl it reduces the potential for respondent
confusion.

A similar practice is utilized when it comes to #rer type of question: the multiple-choice question
Here again, as the use of visual material is uguadlt possible, respondents find it difficult to
comprehend and memorize all response categoriearaecad to them by the interviewer. In order to
overcome these difficulties, the interviewer oftdranges the structure of the question and treats ea
response category as a single item; they readdiaak whether the respondent chooses this category
or not. Then they repeat this procedure with atiaiming items.

It seems that the interviewers do what should beedoy researchers wording the questions and
preparing the CATI scripts. They adjust researabistdo the conditions typical of a telephone
interview; they reword the questions in a way whielecording to the methodological literature
(de Leeuw 2008), is appropriate as far as chamfielsmmunication in CATI are concerned.

This issue was also the subject of the IDIs withfC&udio managers. The managers tend to share the
interviewers’ opinion and they consider the inadggudesign of CATI scripts to be one of the major
factors causing difficulties in conducting the iviews in a standardized way. The managers point ou
two main reasons for this situation.

First, it is a common practice in large internatibmesearch projects for the local agency to be
responsible only for fieldwork activities and hawve influence on the design of the research tools.
Some clients sympathize with the agency/intervievegrd apologize for the inconveniences caused by
the design of survey questions. However, the dietdim that nothing can be done to improve the
situation because no changes in the methodologyaeeepted. There are also clients who are not
interested in the fieldwork difficulties and threatto change the vendor if the agency keeps regorti
problems with the research tools.

Second, according to CATI studio managers, theee rasearchers who are responsible for the
interviewing difficulties. Some of the researchdrave no prior fieldwork experience and their
knowledge about this process is rather limited.

Many researchers have no experience in the fieldt-only those in commercial research companiets, bu
also people from academia. For example, acadenses us to ask people over the telephone whether
[...] there are more ethnic or cultural minoritiea. duch cases, we clutch our heads in astonishment.
Sometimes it is not possible to persuade themniidjenot to do it and we go to the field with sistbff.
What is the value of data collected in that way?] Why are the researchers resistant to feedback?
Because they don't have time. Because any changegdfieldwork causes significant changes in the
dataset. Because, every single change in the quesire has to be discussed with the client, ard th
client has no time as they are on holidays. Andrsand so forth(CATI studio manager)

Imagine a survey in which we have 39 items withlgpint scale and the interviewers must read them
for four companies. It is a disaster. [...] We hals groblems with the forced-choice questions, wmith



“hard to say” option. How to standardize the intew when you have a respondent who keeps saying
that they do not know how to answer, and 50 peroégbur questions are forced-choice questions? The
client insists on not adding “hard to say” categdrigey want to have all substantial answers. | tcan’
change it, because they won't accept the datg@AT | studio manager)

Although the interviewers claim that consent forstiendardizing the protocol is usually unspoken,
almost all CATI studio managers say that the supers in their companies are rather active in
helping the interviewers cope with communicatioffidilties. The main strategy implemented in such
cases is filling the CATI script with the instrumtis on how to behave in particular situations.
Sometimes, such instructions are transmitted orally

Sometimes, following the questionnaire in a stviety would lead to an interview break-off. In such a
case, there is consent for breaking the standdimiizaule. We know which questions might be
troublesome and we place proper instructions irstirgt. We try to “standardize” these deviatioreri
the procedurg(CATI studio manager)

It very often happens that when | go through thestjonnaire with the interviewers, | say “This cies

is not entirely well formulated. If the respondeltesn’t know how to answer, explain them it in that
way.” This is “soft standardization.” The intervierg should know that they can do, only if it cores
certain questions. | express it in a very clear.\idgwever, it is a bit of an awkward iss€ATI studio
manager)

Discussion

A popular strategy used by the interviewers whdaducting the interview with respondents having
difficulty in understanding the questions is deivigtfrom the prescribed protocol to ensure the
respondents complete the survey. It can be said tthe interviewers use the elements of
conversational interviewing. However, they haveafiicial instructions regulating this practice and
these deviations are made based on interviewecsSidas or are the result of supervisors’ direct
advice.

Although deviations made by the interviewer canehapecific interactional functions (in that they

improve cohesion and coherence in the survey) (Hdaal. 2013), in situations described in our

research, such deviations were not a simple coeseguof the lack of structure of a natural

conversation in the standardized interview (Hougk&beenstra 2000). These deviations were mainly
the result of the inadequate design of CATI scriots, even more, the lack of proper and official

instructions that the interviewers should be prediavith.

Undoubtedly, more attention should be paid to ttee@ss of the design of questionnaires and to the
preparation of rules regulating interviewers’ babawn case problems arise. Moreover, as we see it,
interviewers’ opinions are valuable sources of rimfation about the interview process (see Loosveldt
1997), and these perspectives should be takerramsideration while preparing survey research tools
(Gwartney 2007). It must be noted, however, thas iessential that the primary goals of survey
companies be to limit bias and to provide high-gyadata. Only then is it possible to implement
procedures aimed at reducing the number of proklamtions and enhancing the quality of responses
given by respondents participating in surveys.



References

Beatty P. 1995. Understanding the Standardized/Standardized Interviewing Controvergdpurnal of Official
Statistics11: 147-160.

Conrad F.G., Schober M.F. 2000. Clarifying QuestMeaning in a Household Telephone Surv@ublic
Opinion Quarterly64(1): 1-28.

Dillman D.A. 1978 Mail and Telephone Surveys. The Total Design MetNedv York, NY: John Wiley & Sons.

Fowler F.J. (Jr.), Mangione T.W. 199%tandardized Survey Interviewing. Minimizing Intewer-Related Erraor
Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications.

Groves R.M. 1979. Actors and Questions in Telephand Personal Interview SurveyBublic Opinion
Quarterly43(2): 190-205.

Gwartney P.A. 2007The Telephone Interviewer’s Handbook. How to Coh&sandardized ConversatianSan
Fransisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Haan M., Ongena Y., Huiskes M. 201I8terviewers’ Question: Rewording Not Always a BHung [In:]
Winker P. et al. (eds.)nterviewers’ Deviations in Surveys — Impact, Reasdetection and Prevention
Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.

Houtkoop-Steenstra H. 200Mteraction and the Standardized Survey Interviéhe Living Questionnaire
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Jablonski W. 2012a. CATI Interviewers’s Job Satigtm Level. American Statistical Association Proceedings of
the Joint Statistical Meeting§739-5746.

Jablonski W. 2012b. Stressful Situations in TeleghmterviewsSurvey Practicé(4): 1-6.

Jablonski W. 2014. Landline versus Cell Phone Sievimterviewers’ Experienc@ulletin of Sociological
Methodology/Bulletin de Methodologie Sociologid®3(1): 5-19.

Leeuw E.D. de. 2008Choosing the method of data collectigm:] Leeuw E.D. de et al. (edsInternational
Handbook of Survey Methodolodyew York, NY: Taylor & Francis Group.

Loosveldt G. 1997. Interaction Characteristicshaf Difficult-to-Interview Respondeninternational Journal of
Public Opinion Researcf(4): 386—-394.

Malhotra N., Krosnick J.A., Thomas R.K. 2009. Ominbesign of Branching Questions to Measure Bipolar
ConstructsPublic Opinion Quarterly73(2): 304—-324.

Mazurkiewicz . 2010. Poland’s Opinion and Marke¢sRarch IndustryAsk. Research & MethodE9(1):
111-117.

Schober M.F., Conrad F.G. 1997. Does Conversatiotatviewing Reduce Survey Measurement Eriublic
Opinion Quarterly61(4): 576—602.

Suchman L., Jordan B. 1990. Interactional Troubidsace-to-Face Survey Interviewkaurnal of the American
Statistical Associatio®5(409): 232-241.



