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Background

• Data collection re: earlier periods of life typically relies on use of 
retrospective questions – e.g. ELSA and HRS 

• Recall error – how big a problem?
• Length of recall period
• Salience
• Telescoping
• Accessibility

• Typically no evidence to assess reliability of responses
• Test-retest?
• Logical consistency?
• Administrative data?

 

Retrospective questions 
included at Age 50

NCDS Age 50 – subset of c. 3000 cases asked to recall details of their 
childhood which were also collected contemporaneously (at age 11). 
(Now a similar age to youngest ELSA / HRS study members)

For the next two questions we would like you to think back to your childhood, specifically
to the time when you were 11 years old:

When you were 11, including yourself, how many people normally lived in your 
household? Please exclude any children or others who only lived at home for short 
periods such as school holidays.
(At age 11 the parent was asked – “Who normally lives in.........” and then the interviewer 
recorded details of each)
How many rooms did your accommodation have? Please exclude bathrooms, 
kitchens or sculleries unless they were used as a living room. 
(Age 11 wording exactly the same)

Both questions included as part of ELSA retrospective interview although age 10)

 

 



Number of people

Min Max Mean Std. 
Dev

2 18 5.12 1.651

Number of rooms

Min Max Mean Std. 
Dev

1 20 4.81 1.464

Responses at Age 11 (provided by parents)

Proportions giving ‘correct’ answer at Age 50
%

Number of people ‘correct’ 67.6
Number of rooms ‘correct’ 50.1
Both questions ‘correct’ 35.5
One question ‘correct’ 46.6
Neither question ‘correct’ 17.9

Correlations 
(Age 11 vs Age 50):

Number of people: 0.686
Number of moves: 0.685

 

Magnitude of ‘error’ 1

Number of people – magnitude of error
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Magnitude of ‘error’ 2

Number of rooms – magnitude of error
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Impact of overcrowding in childhood on adult 
outcomes

If overcrowding at age 11 defined as >1 person per room:

38.1% in overcrowded conditions based on data collected at 11
37.1% based on retrospective data collected at 50

But: 11

Overcrowded Not 
overcrowded

50
Overcrowded 75.8% 24.2%

Not overcrowded 15.9% 84.1%

Practical implications

 

Adult outcome (Age 50) Contemporaneous Retrospective

Lives with a partner 80.4% 81.1%
Not-working 21.2% 21.1%
Harmful or hazardous drinking 14.6% 14.4%
Alcohol dependent 3.7% 4.1%
Depression 15.3% 16.0%
Never smoked cigarettes 48.2% 48.3%
Smokes cigarettes every day 18.9% 17.4%
Living comfortably (financially) 40.4% 40.2%
Finding it very difficult (financially) 3.8% 3.1%
Excellent health (self-rated) 17.8% 18.8%
Poor health (self-rated) 5.6% 5.6%
Suffers from asthma or wheezy 
bronchitis

12.2% 10.2%

Practical implications

 

Are age 11 responses 
‘correct’?

• Household composition / housing situation not static – could have 
changed during year that cohort member 11.

(We know for sure that just under half (48%) definitely did not move when 
they were 11 – for the other half we do not know.  Consistency re: number 
of rooms slightly better amongst those we know did not move)

• Measurement error / misunderstanding of questions – only 69.5% of 
those who were in the same house at 7 and 11 gave a consistent answer 
(although in 95% of cases difference no more than 1)

 

 



Factors affecting recall –
Memory?
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Factors affecting recall –
Complexity?
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Factors affecting recall-
Complexity?
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Logistic regression

Number of people in 
household

Number of rooms in 
household

Sig. Exp(B) Sig. Exp(B)
Sex Male *** 0.759 ** 0.825

Education NVQ Level 2 *** 1.483 *** 1.541

NVQ Level 3 *** 1.748 *** 1.609

NVQ Level 4 *** 1.576 *** 1.786

NVQ Level 5 / 6 - 1.218 ** 2.014

Stability / complexity Both natural parents at age 11 *** 2.326 - 0.807

Number of moves * 1.050 *** 0.920

Number of people / rooms at age 11 *** .813 *** .725

Cognitive function Delayed Memory Test Scores * 1.053 - 1.033

Letter cancellation – Speed ** 1.002 - .892

Letter cancellation – Mistakes ** .969 - .821

 

Insignificant variables

• Health
• Smoking
• Drinking
• Self-reported general health
• Depression

• Social Class (NS-SEC)

Logistic regression

 

• Retrospective questions often only way to collect 
information about the past

• On these particular measures recall accuracy is fairly 
reasonable – could fairly confidently identify e.g. ‘large’ 
houses / families.

• Caution required when precision needed.
• Certain groups more likely to provide inconsistent 

responses – less stable family backgrounds, more complex 
housing situation.

• Women and the better educated have better recall 

Conclusions

 

 


