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1. Motivation 

 

Measuring how people‟s social and economic circumstances change over time is a key purpose of 

household panel surveys. Levels of change are, however, often over-estimated in panel surveys: 

responses to a question are often not consistent across interviews, even if the respondent‟s situation 

has not changed (e.g. Lynn and Sala 2006). Dependent interviewing (DI) has been proposed and 

used as a tool to reduce spurious change and increase the longitudinal consistency of responses. 

However simply reminding respondents of a previous response or adding an edit check does not 

necessarily solve problems with the underlying question (see, Jäckle 2008). In addition, researchers 

frequently voice concern that reminding respondents of answers they have given in previous 

interviews may encourage acquiescence (i.e., agreement with a statement regardless of its content), 

which may swap the problem of spurious change for the problem of spurious stability. 

 

Methodological studies on measures of change from panel surveys so far have either documented 

the extent of spurious change and seam effects (e.g. Kalton and Miller 1991; Moore 2004), or studied 

the effectiveness of dependent interviewing at reducing both problems (for an overview, see Jäckle 

2009). To our knowledge, research on the causes of longitudinal inconsistencies is lacking. This is 

in stark contrast to cross-sectional surveys, where a large body of literature has studied response 

effects and factors affecting the reliability of questions (see Sudman et al. 1995). In our view there 

is a real and urgent need to understand the causes of longitudinal inconsistencies in order to be able 

to improve survey questions and hence the reliability of estimates of change.  

 

To address these issues we are currently developing a new research programme. The aim is to 

evaluate the effects of different aspects of question wording and format on the behaviour of 

interviewers and respondents, and on the resulting measures of change.  

 

2. Framework 

 

The key question is what determines the probability that a respondent, whose situation has not 

changed from one interview to the next, gives the same response to a survey question in different 

interviews. We propose that this depends on the probability that the response process is similar in 

the interviews at time t and t+1. There are different reasons why the response process may be 

carried out differently, and hence why the respondent may arrive at different responses, although 

their situation has not changed, including:  

 

- Vagueness of terms and concepts in question wording, that may lead respondents to 

understand the same question differently in different interviews; 

- Unclear instructions about the nature of answers expected, that may lead the respondent to 

use different recall strategies or strategies to compute a response; 

- Differences in context, that may lead respondents to base their judgment on different types 

of information; 

- Differences in how interviewers administer a question and in how they probe to arrive at a 

response, that may lead to a respondent receiving a different stimulus in different interviews; 

- Differences in the wording of dependent interviewing questions, used to remind respondents 

of responses given in previous interviews that may determine the extent to which 

respondents use least effort strategies.  
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We have designed a series of experiments to test the effects of these aspects of question wording 

and format on the behaviour of interviewers and respondents, and on the resulting measures of 

change. 

 

3. Question wording experiments 

 

This section sets out how we have operationalised each of the specific hypotheses in split-ballot 

question wording experiments. Examples of the experimental questions are listed in the Appendix.  

 

Measures of change are more reliable when... 

 

H1: … the terms and concepts used in the question are less vague. 

 

If the intended meaning of a question is vague, the respondent may understand it differently at 

different waves. As a result they might include irrelevant events in some waves, under-report 

relevant events in others, or interpret their status differently. This will produce inconsistent 

responses across waves, even if their situation has not actually changed.  

 

Experimental treatments: Group A: question with vague terms and concepts. Group B: improved by 

either splitting up a question into a series of questions asking about different aspects of a concept, or 

by improving the question wording to clarify definitions. Treatments are repeated in two 

consecutive waves. 

 

We expect a larger proportion of the sample with the vague question to give answers that imply a 

change in circumstances between waves.  

 

H2: … the nature of expected answers are clearly defined. 

 

1: Questions about dates of events 

 

Asking respondents explicitly for a date (e.g. „in which month and year...‟) indicates that an 

accurate date is required. Asking implicitly for a date (e.g. „when...‟ / „how long...‟) may suggest 

that an approximation is good enough. Respondents may be more likely to use estimation strategies 

and heuristics, instead of attempting to recall a precise date.  

 

Experimental treatments: Group A: explicit request for date of event. Group B: implicit request for 

date of event. The second time this expeirment was carried both groups received a closed follow-up 

question about how they had come up with their response: guessed, knew exact date, related it to 

their age, related it to date of another event, remembered something about the event that suggested 

when it happened, don‟t know.  

 

We expect the date information collected with implicit requests to be less accurate. Durations 

between the event and the current interview are more likley to be heaped (i.e. disproportionate 

number of durations of 6 months, 12 months, etc.) and dates are more likely to falsely fall before 

the previous interview (for questions about events since the previous interview). 

 

2: Response categories  

 

If response categories are not mutually exclusive, and there are no unambiguous instructions about 

which the „main‟ category should be if more than one applies, respondents may report different 

statuses at different waves, even though their situation is unchanged.  
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Experimental treatments: Group A: forced choice, Group B: select all that apply, followed by a 

question about which the main category is, if more than one are reported. The treatments are 

repeated in two consecutive waves.  

 

We expect the sample proportion reporting a transition to be lower with the select all that apply 

version.  

 

H3: … the inferences respondents can draw about the intended meaning of a question are 

consistent across waves. 

 

If the intended meaning of a question is ambiguous, respondents may use the context given by prior 

questions to help interpret (see Sudman et al. 1995). If this context changes across waves, 

respondents are likely to interpret the question differently, and hence provide different answers, 

although their situation has not changed.  

 

Experimental treatments: Group A: question about events with high frequency. Group B: question 

about low frequency events. For both groups this is followed by a question where the response 

categories have verbal (vague) quantifiers. The experiment is carried in two consecutive waves. The 

second time half of each group swap the context question.  

 

We expect the interpretation of the verbal (vague) quantifiers to depend on the context. Compared 

to the sample with the fixed context, we expect a larger proportion of the sample whose context 

question changes to give responses that imply a change between waves.  

 

H4: ... the stimulus provided by the interviewer in administering a question is consistent across 

waves. 

 

Ambiguous questions (e.g. with vague terms and concepts or ambiguous instructions) are less user-

friendly for interviewers, who will be more likely to depart from the script and rephrase them (see 

Ongena 2005). As a result the respondent may receive a different stimulus across waves.  

 

Experimental treatments: Questions descriped under H1. Indicators of interviewer behaviour will be 

coded from recordings of the interview.  

 

We expect interviewers to be more likely to provide inconsistent stimuli from one wave to the next 

for a vague question, than for the improved version. Within each question group, we expect 

respondents exposed to different stimuli to be more likely to give responses that indicate a change, 

than respondents who receive equivalent stimuli across waves. 

 

H5: Question wording affects the extent to which respondents agree with previous information 

presented to them. 

 

Respondents who are reminded of their answer from the previous interview may confirm that it still 

applies, even if their situation has in fact changed. This could be due to agreement acquiescence 

(agreeing with a statement regardless of its content, see Knowles and Condon 1999) or attempts to 

shortcut the questionnaire by avoiding follow-up questions about changes in their circumstances. 

Both scenarios lead to change being under-reported. 

 

Experimental treatments: A proactive dependent interviewing question, where respondents are 

reminded of the response they gave in the previous interview. Group A are asked whether the 

previous status still applies. Group B are asked whether this has changed. In both groups 
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respondents who indicate a change are asked a follow-up question about their current status. The 

treatments are repeated in two consecutive waves. 

 

If there are no response effects, we expect the sample proportions in both groups reporting a change 

to be similar, and expect mean response latencies to be similar for „yes‟ and „no‟ responses and both 

groups. If there is agreement acquiescence bias, we expect a smaller proportion of Group A to 

report change (yes – previous status still applies), than of Group B (yes – status has changed), and 

expect mean response latencies in both groups to be shorter for „yes‟ than „no‟ responses. If there is 

deliberate shortcutting of the questionnaire, we expect similar sample proportions in both groups to 

report no change, but expect mean response latencies in Group A to be shorter for „yes‟ responses 

and in Group B to be shorter for „no‟ responses. 

 

4. Data 

 

The experiments are being carried in several waves of the Innovation Panel sub-sample of the UK 

Household Longitudinal Survey (UKHLS). The UKHLS is a major research study designed to 

enhance understanding of life in the UK and how it is changing. The study, funded primarily by the 

UK Economic and Social Research Council, takes a sample of 40,000 households containing 

around a 100,000 individuals and attempts to interview all household members aged 16 and over 

annually. The first wave of interviewing began in January 2009.  

 

The Innovation Panel consists of a sample of around 1,500 households, all adult members of which 

were interviewed for the first time in 2008. The survey design and questionnaire content mirror that 

of the main UKHLS sample as far as possible. The purpose of the Innovation Panel is to inform the 

design of UKHLS itself, and to provide opportunities to advance longitudinal survey methodology 

more generally. Wave 1 was entirely CAPI. Wave 2 was a randomized mixed mode design (1/3 

CAPI, 2/3 CATI with CAPI follow-up of non-respondents). Wave 3 was CAPI only. Our first set of 

experimental questions were included in wave 2 of the Innovation Panel.  

 

Parts of the interview were recorded and we will derive indicators of interviewer behaviour from 

this material. We will also use key stroke data to derive response latencies.  

 

5. Results 

 

To date only the wave 2 data are available. Except for the experiment with implicit vs. explicit 

requests for dates (H2), all hypotheses require two waves of data and can therefore not yet be tested. 

 

Preliminary analyses suggest that the implicit questions yield date information of poorer quality 

than the explicit questions, as expected: the durations between the event and the current interview 

are more likely to be heaped. Figure 1 illustrates this for a question about when the respondent 

joined a pension scheme. Compared to the explicit date question, the implicit question produced a 

disproportionate number of durations that are multiples of 5 years.  

 

6. Discussion 

 

Since we are still at the start of this project, we welcome your comments on our framework, 

hypotheses and experiments. Which other factors might cause respondents to answer a given 

question inconsistently across waves, even though the respondent‟s situation has not changed (and 

the survey design has not changed)? How else might we test these ideas experimentally? 
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Figure 1: Number of years since joining pension scheme 
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Explicit date Q: “In which year did you join this pension scheme?” (N=125) 

Implicit date Q: “How long have you been a member of this pension scheme?” (N=98) 

Graph truncated at 30 years  
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Appendix: Experimental questions. 

 

The following is a selection of our experimental questions. Except for H3, we have replicated the 

experiment related to each hypothesis on multiple survey items.  

 

H1: Vague terms and concepts 

 

Group A: complex definition of ‘work’ in 

interviewer manual; probably not used in 

interview 

 

Can I just check, did you do any paid 

work last week - that is in the seven days 

ending last Sunday - either as an 

employee or self-employed? 

1 Yes  

2 No  

 

Group B: A series of simpler questions, asking 

about different aspects related to the definition 

of ‘work’  

 

Thinking back to the seven days ending last 

Sunday. During this period, did you do any 

work for which you receive money or a share 

of profits? 

1 Yes  

2 No  

 

Did you spend 15 hours or more doing unpaid 

work in a family business? 

1 Yes  

2 No 

 

H2: Ambiguous question instructions 

 

Group A: implicit question about dates 

 

How long have you been a member of this 

pension scheme? 

Group B: explicit question about dates 

 

In which year did you join this pension 

scheme? 

 

Group A: forced choice, where categories 

are not mutually exclusive 

 

Which of these best describes your 

current employment situation? 

1 Self employed  

2 In paid employment (full or part-time)  

3 Unemployed  

4 Retired  

5 On maternity leave  

6 Looking after family or home  

7 Full-time student  

8 Long-term sick or disabled  
9 On a government training scheme  

10 Unpaid worker in family business  

97 Doing something else  

 

 

Group B: select all that apply 

 

 

Which of these describe your current 

employment situation? 

1 Self employed  

2 In paid employment (full or part-time)  

3 Unemployed  

4 Retired  

5 On maternity leave  

6 Looking after family or home  

7 Full-time student  

8 Long-term sick or disabled  
9 On a government training scheme  

10 Unpaid worker in family business  

97 Doing something else 

 

IF MORE THAN ONE EMPLOYMENT 

STATUS MENTIONED: 

And which would you consider your main 

current employment situation? 
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H3: Context of questions with vague terms and concepts 

 

Group A: high frequency context 

 

How often do you either listen to the radio 

or watch TV?  

Would you say... 

1 Always   2 Very often   3 Quite often   4 

Sometimes   5 Rarely   6 Never  

 

Group B: low frequency context 

 

Since you have been eligible to vote in general 

elections, how often have you voted?  

Would you say...    

1 Always   2 Very often   3 Quite often   4 

Sometimes   5 Rarely   6 Never  

 

Group A and B: follow-up question 

 

From time to time people discuss political matters or current affairs with other people. 

Using the categories on the showcard, how often do you talk about politics or current affairs 

with the following people... 

Your (husband/wife/partner)? Family members? Friends? Fellow workers? Neighbours? 

Anyone else, for example, casual acquaintances or strangers? 

1 Always   2 Very often   3 Quite often   4 Sometimes   5 Rarely   6 Never  

 

 

H5: Reminder of previous responses 

 

Group A: Remind, still? 

 

The last time we interviewed you on 

[date], you said that, in general, your 

health was [hstatus]. Is that still the case? 

1 Yes  

2 No  

 

Group B: Remind, changed? 

 

The last time we interviewed you on [date], 

you said that, in general, your health was 

[hstatus]. Has that changed? 

1 Yes  

2 No 

Group A and B: if health status has changed 

 

In general, would you say your health is... 

1 Excellent  2 Very good  3 Good  4 Fair  5 Poor 

 


