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FR Questionnaire

Results of 2004 FR Focus Groups

Over the course of six days in June 2004, twenty-four Field Representatives were
brought to Census Headquarters. They participated in a series of focus groups about specific
topics, completed activities, and provided feedback on various CAPI features. The topics
covered included: the FR Questionnaire from 2004 CEQ Refresher training, CAPI,
Underreporting, Data Quality, CHI, Training, and Receipts. Each of the discussions about

each topic was analyzed independently, and summary reports were produced for each.

FR QUESTIONNAIRE

After introductions, the first topic covered during the FR focus groups was a review of
the FR Questionnaire collected during 2004 CED Refresher Training. A select number of

questions were selected; the results tabulated and reviewed with the focus groups.

Most difficult features of CAPI

One of the first questions on the FR questionnaire asked FRs to rate CAPI features in
terms of their difficulty.

CAPI Pop-Up Error Messages

CAPI pop-ups were rated by many FRs as one of the most difficult features of CAPI.
When asked to explain this result, the focus groups unanimously said that pop-ups are not
difficult; rather they are slow and time consuming. In each group, FRs pointed out that they
are always trying to speed up the interview and pop-ups slow it: “when you are in an
interview, you are on a roll and it stops you....you lose your train of thought and the attention

of the respondent.”

After additional discussion, FRs also pointed out that the pop-ups are repetitive. With
continuous expenses or in extremely large, poor or wealthy households, FRs have to suppress

many pop-ups for the same types of expenditures. A FR from New Jersey pointed out that
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typical prices in area often exceed the predetermined ,hormal®ranges, and she gets very many
error messages per interviews. Other FRs agreed, saying that the ranges of the error messages
is too sensitive and should be reviewed. One said that having to verify each ,extreme value is

frustrating for both the FR and the respondent: “makes the respondent feel like a liar.” to

Most of the discussion referred to soft error messages, but a few FRs had comments
about hard errors. One said that she is sometimes trapped by them “it will give you two
choices on what put in....and neither will work and you‘tre trapped!” Another noted that this
happens often in the construction section, it"s difficult to move past it even if the input is

correct.

FRs were very eager to offer suggestions to improve the problems with the error
messages. One suggested including an item level note on the error dialog box itself. This
would reduce the number of keystrokes or mouse clicks required to deal with an error, and
would increase the number of notes entered. Another suggested having a way to return to all
the places an error was suppressed after the interview was concluded. This would allow FRs to
return to each place an error message was encountered and either enter a note or change the

entry.

Navigating on a single screen with multiple questions

Another CAPI feature that was rated as difficult by FRs on the questionnaire was navigating
on a single screen with multiple questions. When asked about this, FRs again were unsure
why this was rated as difficult; they all agreed that this was not a problem. Most went so far as
to say that they preferred having many questions on a screen as it saves time. After probing,
they were only able to come up with a few reasons this feature may have been rated as
difficult. These reasons included: the code to move to the next screen changes from 95 to 99
depending on the question, and when FRs use the mouse-pad to navigate, the cursor can move
accidentally to the first question. Other than these, FRs though of no reasons why navigating

on a single screen with multiple questions is difficult.
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Backing up and changing answers in a previous section

The third CAPI feature that was rated as difficult on the FR questionnaire was backing
up and changing answers in a previous section. This was the first result discussed that the FRs
agreed with. They noted that you have to be very familiar with the sections and what
expenditures go into each of them to be able to successfully jump between sections. One FR
suggested “there should be a place to put it [the forgotten/incorrect expenditure] and be able to
enter it later, after you've left the respondent.” Many FRs agreed, saying that to go back to add
or change an answer is a slow process, and asking the respondent to wait during it is
frustrating. One FR admitted that she does not always jump back to enter a forgotten expense,
because it takes too long. A SFR agreed: “I have some interviewers who won'‘t take the

miscellaneous thing at the end because it is too time consuming.”

They had some questions for BLS regarding this issue:

- Why cant incorrect items be overwritten instead of deleted (e.g. changing 2 to
3)?

- If FRs put forgotten items in notes, would BLS get this information?

- Are FRs allowed to write expenditures on paper and enter it into the

instrument after the interview is completed?

They also had some suggestions to make this CAPI feature easier to use. One group
discussed the idea of having an option at the end of the interview which would leave the case
open, allowing them to return and add or change items. This would also allow them to call the
respondent back if there was a question about an item after the interview. Another group
suggested adding a ,catch all* screen that could capture expenses that the respondent reported
after the interview was completed. This data could then be matched back to the appropriate

section, without making the FR or the respondent take the time to jump back.

CAPIs impact on data quality

Another question on the FR questionnaire asked FRs to rate the impact CAPI had on

data quality. The majority of FRs gave this a neutral rating. During the discussion, FRs gave
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both sides; giving reasons why CAPI may have had both a positive and a negative on data

quality. The reasons named for why CAPI improved data quality were:

- It'S easier to move through skip patterns

- Pre-programmed edits and error message

- use of PC to collect data more attractive to respondents

- We look a whole lot more professional walking up with PC

- Harder to take short cuts (,cheat™) than on paper.

- Reasons named for why CAPI decreased data quality included:

- Senior respondents are intimidated by the computer

- outdoor conditions not always conducive to CAPI

- strict date enforcement on CED, lose cases would have gotten on PAPI

- One of the SFRs feels the FRs are taking more short cuts in CAPI by simply not
collecting every item.

- Have to choose something, even if it"s not right (i.e. misc. clothing)

- Having lists (make, model of car) reduced data quality; if the R doesn“t know, or says

something not on the list, you have to choose a wrong answer.

One FR felt that CAPI had no impact on data quality, simply saying, “good interviews take
longer." Its time, not CAPI or PAPI, which dictates data quality. The overall reactions of the
groups were mixed, with most FRs giving reasons for CAPI both improving and decreasing

data quality.

Most Difficult Sections

Another question from the FR questionnaire that was discussed in the focus group
was the rating of the most difficult sections in the CEQ. The top three sections were

reviewed with the focus groups, and comments and suggestions were collected.

Utilities

FRs were not at all surprised that utilities was the section most often rated as most

difficult. They were able to easily name reasons why this was so:
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- Many respondents are on budget billing so an expenditure for each month doesn‘t
need to be collected.

- Have to spend so much time navigating through that when it could be put on a
spreadsheet

- You have put in the name of the utility company every time and that takes a while

- The placement of the section is bad because you just get the interview started and
you are bogged down. It starts the interview off badly.

- The number of times you have to ask about business expenses

- Utilities takes too long to collect

- The hesitation by the computer between fields is too long

- You have to go utility by utility instead of month by month. This makes the task
harder for the respondent, and takes longer.

- Not all the comments FRs had about the utilities section were negative. They had
many suggestions on how it can be improved:

- Prefill the electric company, and just ask the respondent “last time your electric
company was . Is it still the same?”

- Have the instrument verify 3 month bills, instead of asking for the time period
each time

- Have a catch all business question for all utilities

- Customize lists of utility companies by region and have list

- Use questions that have yes or no responses to minimize typing

- Allow for continuous expenses, or a budget plan option

- Allow data to carry forward as a default, or have a repeat key

- Shorten pause between questions

- Prefill company name

They felt that there was a lot of potential for improvement in the utility section, and seemed

excited by the idea of making it faster and easier to use.
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Clothing

The section that was rated the second most difficult was clothing. Again, FRs were not
surprised by this result. Unlike utilities, most of the explanations FRs gave for this result were
focused on the respondent, rather than the instrument or the FR. All groups agreed that
clothing is a difficult section because it is a very hard type of expenditure for a respondent to
recall. They were able to name many specific instances where respondents have difficulty with
this section: “especially if they have kids, when its time t go back to school”, and “if there are

more than two people in the household, they can‘t name every item.”

FRs also said that in addition to recall issues, the clothing section takes a long time to
complete “you can spend half an hour on just clothes.” They said that having to break down
clothing purchases by month takes a long time. FRs said that requiring two lines of data for

two pairs of pants purchased in different months is very time consuming,.

As with other features, FRs had suggestions to improve the clothing section. They
suggested that the month breakdown be eliminated. They also noted that diapers should have a
continuous option, since CUs with this expense have it regularly. They suggested that the
reference period be shortened, since respondents can‘t recall three months of clothing

purchases.
In addition to suggestions, FRs had several questions about clothing for BLS:

- What quantity information is required, number of packages or number of pieces

- Ifareceipt shows 1 item "diapers - $9", how many items should be recorded as
purchased?

- Isit important to CPI to get socks versus pants, or if a total clothing amount would

work.

FRs pointed out that it™s important to get their questions answered because they use such
information to convince respondents to take the time to provide the required information:
“if we had some ammunition to convince them that these answers are important. But we

"9

don‘“‘t know what the value of it is
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Trips and Vacations

The final section rated as difficult on the FR questionnaire was trips and
vacations. FRs initially were surprised, noting how much easier the section is on CAPI,
“the skip pattern is there, so I don“t have to figure out where to go next.” After additional
thought, FRs said that, like clothing, the trips section is difficult because respondents
have a difficult time remembering all the associated expenses. They also pointed out that
the questions are confusing in this section, “you have to repeat the questions to the
respondent. They are too wordy and repetitive and the respondent doesn®t always
understand what you“re talking about.” As with most things in the CEQ, FRs also felt

this section was too long.

There was only one specific suggestion for this section, in addition to the general
one of shortening the questions. The suggestion was to change the wording of
“convenience stores.” FRs felt that this term caused respondents to miss a lot of
miscellaneous expenditures at gas stations, which could add up to a large amount for

some trips.

In conclusion, the focus groups provided some interesting insight about the
answers given to the FR questionnaire in the spring. This type of follow up activity
allows respondents to give anecdotal evidence for why they chose specific answers. It
also allows them to participate in discussions with other respondents and bounce ideas off
each other. FRs were able to think about the results found from the survey, and provide

additional information about the findings.

CAPI

In June 2004, three focus groups were conducted with CE FRs. One of the topics
discussed during the day and a half sessions was CAPI. The four topics focused on were
Jjumping, intro screens, notes and deleting. Many suggestions for improvement came out of

this session, as did much interesting information. Observer notes and transcripts were
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combined and analyzed. Main themes are described below and specific suggestions are

included.

Jumpin

Why They Jump

During the CAPI portion of the focus groups, FRs discussed jumping between
sections. All FRs agreed that the respondent is the cause for most jumping behavior, that very

few jumps are FR initiated. Reasons that respondents cause FRs to jump include:

- Remembering something from a previous section
- Having a list or receipt and wanting to go in order
- Other CU members are needed, or arrive

- Remember details and want to make sure answer was correct

Only two FR reasons for jumping were brought up: with certain respondents FRs might skip
the utilities section because it is too time consuming, and if the respondent is reluctant, FRs

might jump around the interview to collect the most important information.

How often they Jump

FRs referred to respondents again when asked how often they find themselves
jumping. They said it varies greatly by respondent, but that generally jumping is fairly rare.
One FR noted that some respondents make you jump around a lot, especially those with large

families or more hectic households that rely on other CU members for additional information.

Why they DON’T Jump

When discussing jumping, a non-anticipated topic arose in all three groups — why FRs

do not jump. They were able to identify a lengthy list of reasons that they don‘t jump:

10
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- Are used to going in order, if jumped wouldn‘t know where they were
- Because respondents are using the information book

- It'S too difficult to skip

- It'S difficult to remember what sections items go in

- Too time consuming

- The programmed order is how the interview is designed to be done

- Don‘t know how to get back to main path

- Not confident enough to jump, don‘t want to get stuck in a loop

These reasons are consistent with the comments indicating that FRs do not often jump within

an interview.

Where They Jump

When asked where jumping occurred most often, most FRs did not have an easy
answer for this question. FRs reiterated that jumping depends on respondent behavior, which
varies greatly from respondent to respondent, and is difficult to generalize. Of the FRs that

were able to answer this question, these sections were named, for given reasons:

- Cars, respondents may have to consult with other CU members
- Clothing, respondents may not know expenses for whole CU

- Household appliances, often remembered after the fact

- Medical expenses, often remembered after the fact

- Income, “get it before I lose them”

Across groups, there was no one section identified as a consistent jumping point. FRs insisted

Jjumping is caused by respondent, and can occur for many reasons at many places.

Using Transitions when Jumping

Since jumping causes the FR to administer the interview out of the designed order, for
whatever reason, they were asked how they handle the transitions between sections. FRs

varied greatly on this topic, some said they always read the transition introduction (i.e. “now

11
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I“'m going to ask you some questions about...”) statements verbatim, others said that it
depended on the situation. After a bit of discussion, FRs had mentioned a few situations when

they do not do this:

- If jumping within a section

- Ifnot going to do a whole section

- If doing recall or adding something to a section

- If jumping backwards

- Ifrespondent is using information booklet as an aid

- If returning to main path after jump

No consensus across FRs was drawn about the use of transition statements when jumping, an

as with other jumping issues, FRs agreed that often it depends on the respondent.

How they Jump

Most FRs said that they used the tabs at the top of their screen to jump between
sections, while only a few cited F4 as their preferred method. One of the FRs who said she
used tabs, said that for situations when she doesnt know the section number for a specific
purchase, she 1l use F4, while another uses her mouse and waits for the section label to appear
in that situation. Two FRs noted that they only used the tabs because they didn‘t realize there

was any other method.
Jumping Problems

The majority of problems with jumping overlapped with the reasons FRs did not
jump. The consistent theme across all groups and problems was that FRs were not familiar or
comfortable enough jumping. They were afraid they would get stuck in a loop, or would not
be able to get back to where they jumped from. One FR summed it up very well “Being able

to jump is a great feature, but you need to be very familiar with it to jump successfully.”

12
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Suggestions for Jumping

FRs had only a few suggestions to improve jumping. One simple one was to put F4 on
the template so it was easy to remember. Another was to make the tabs smaller so they all fit
on one screen and scrolling wasn‘t necessary. Finally, one FR suggesting adding a ,catch all”

screen where forgotten items could be collected, and jumping wouldn‘t be necessary.

Intro Screens

Transition Statements

FRs were asked about the three purposes of intro screens, to provide a transition from
one section to the next, to provide space to display inventoried data in inventoried sections,

and to provide space for all “pre-chart” information for the section from the last interview.

Negative Feedback: Regarding the transition statements on the intro screens, most FRs
had negative comments. Most criticism focused on the repetitive nature of the statements, FRs
felt that the transition and the first question had the same purpose and the transitions are
unnecessary. One FR commented “They e repetitive. First we say ,now we are asking about
vehicle rental.” Then we ask ,have you had any expenses for vehicle rental.”It"S just not
necessary.” Another said she found the intro question embarrassing: “it"s like me saying, in a
minute [“'m going to ask you if you want to go to lunch. Then I wait a minute and say ,do you

want to go to lunch.”

Other criticism varied: FRs felt that respondents are smart, they catch on and don‘t
need the lead in; the transitions are too time consuming and “the ones that serve a purpose are

too lengthy;” seasoned FRs don‘t need them, they know what is coming next.

13
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Positive Feedback: Some FRs did have positive feedback on the transition statements.

These included:

- The survey is complicated, transitions are important
- They show you where you are in the survey
- Helpful for new FRs

- Lead-in to owned/rented properties makes sense because of order of sections.

These comments showed that FRs understood the advantages of having transition statements

on the intro screens.

Reading Verbatim

When asked if FRs read the transitions verbatim, FRs began the discussion by
reporting that they most often did (Note: focus groups were conducted and observed by
Census and BLS staff, which may have biased results). However, once an FR mentioned that
she didn‘t read the statements verbatim when a respondent was hostile or impatient, others
chimed in with reasons they don‘t, which were the same as the negative feedback about them.
One FR commented that the transition statements “make you sound stupid” because they end

up being repetitive with the following question.

Suggestions

As always, FRs were asked if they had any suggestions on how to improve the
transition statements. Many FRs said that the transitions statements could be removed from
the interview completely or at least from the second through fifth interviews. They also

suggested:

- Removing transition statement from some sections where not necessary
- Placing one sentence transition on same page as question

- Abbreviate transition statements

- Make them into a title: ,the next section is*

- Making the lead in match the first question for baby clothes and diapers

14
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- Include jewelry or baby accessory expenditures in transitions

- Improve the transition for section 9

One FR summarized many of the comments on transition statements by saying “if they are

going to shorten the interview, this is where to do it.”

Inventoried Data

The overall feedback about the intro screens containing inventoried data was neutral.
Most FRs weren't able to distinguish between them and precharts, but indicated they liked
having both. One FR wanted to be able to change information on the screen, particularly
insurance company; while another said that having the term ,sample unit™in the inventoried
data wasn‘t desirable. When discussing the design of these data, one FR said “I think it"s
great” and others agreed it is well designed. Asked specifically about increasing the amount of
data shown on these screens, FRs indicated that although they would like as much data as
possible available to them, they would prefer not to scroll. One FR commented “I would
rather see the earlier months dropped if you can‘t fit everything,” and most in the group

agreed.

Precharts

After demonstrating the difference between intro screens containing prechart
information and those with inventoried data, FRs commented on precharts. The overall
attitude towards them was very positive; they recognize the importance of not duplicating data
and feel that precharts allow them to avoid this. They also noted that precharts help them
know what a respondent may be forgetting, by knowing what bills they*ve had in the past,
they can tell what are missing. FR conversation then moved to the global prechart, noting that
having the relevant information on the intro screens “just saves you time of having to go
back.” It should be noted however, that there was at least one FR who didn‘t know how to get
to the global prechart.

FRs were asked if inconsistency would be ok, if they would mind having some

precharts eliminated from some sections. The groups were unanimous in their positive

15
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response — they wouldn‘t mind inconsistency. FRs noted that precharts are not necessary in all
sections, that eliminating them might save time, and any redundancy in the instrument should

be removed.

As with all other topics, FRs were asked if they had any suggestions for improvement

to precharts. The suggestions were:

- Show what utilities are combined instead of just showing “C”
- Have more precharts

o Groceries

o Rental equivalence

- Have precharts available on following screen

Overall, FRs were positive about the precharts, and agreed that they were well designed and
useful.

Notes

When they Write Notes

An initial discussion on notes revealed differences between FRs. Some indicated they
always write notes, and some never do. All FRs were asked to clarify when they did and did
not write notes. However, upon further discussion, almost all FRs were able to name situations

they wrote notes, including:

- when error requires clarification

- if there is a problem getting out of an item

- when the instrument can‘t handle the situation (i.e. employee benefits package)

- when forced to choose an option that doesnt fit well (i.e. when repairs are done on
a rental unit and not reimbursed)

- when adding insurance company name

- when need to change an answer but the instrument blocks you

- when a situation requires clarification and an error message doesn‘t occur

16
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- When there s a discrepancy or a problem.

One FR noted that during refresher training she was told to write a note every time
there was an error, another said “we were told BLS loves notes so I just clarify and put a lot”.
Other FRs do not remember learning this during training; “I don‘t do that, my FRs don‘t do

that, I wasnt trained to that.”

Notes versus Descriptions

When discussion the difference between putting additional information in a note on in
the description field, FRs consistently said it"s easier to write in the description. Another
advantage of putting information in the description is that FRs get that information back, while
they do not get to see their item level notes again. Even though they noted that space is
limited in the description field, and they sometimes have to abbreviate, they consistently said

they use description field in lieu of notes when possible.

Case versus Item Level Notes

The difference between case level and item level notes was described by FRs. They
said that case level notes are used only when the information would be useful for the next
interview. Information such as sleeping patterns and personal information that should be
remembered are included in case level notes. Item level notes are used when the information is
related to a specific expenditure, not the respondent. Things such as ,amount verified with
respondentand further explanation about unusual expenses are included as item level notes.
Although FRs were relatively clear about the difference between the two types of notes, there
was confusion about which types of notes are useful to BLS. “We need to know what they
want” one FR said, during a discussion about how much detail they should be including in

their notes.

Problems with Notes

The most commonly cited problem with entering notes is that once a case is closed,

FRs are locked out and cannot enter any additional notes. They said they find themselves in a

17
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situation, often with a reluctant respondent, where they*te rushing to finish the interview, and
don‘t add notes, but would like to once they*re out of the house and have more time. They
also mentioned the situation where respondents remember purchases once the interview is
finished, without being able to get back into the case, this is data that is lost. They also
commented that writing notes further slows down the interview, especially given the number
of keystrokes required to do so. One group discussed the uncertainty of having to back up to
put an item level note with the field that caused the problem, or if it could appear anywhere

with the item.
Suggestions for Notes

FRs suggested that there should be a way to write a note on the error popup screen,
with FRs agreeing with the statement given by one: “then I would do it more consistently.”
FRs also suggested that they “should be able to go back into a case until it'S transmitted” to

add notes.

Deleting

Why they Delete

When asked why they delete, FRs gave two categories of response — FR error and

respondent error. Included in FR errors were:

- Typos
- Invalid value
- Accidentally made wrong keystroke

- System is so slow, get ahead of it when trying to keep up with respondent
For respondent errors, FRs included:

- Respondent realizes purchase is before a reference period
- Report a purchase and then realize it was a gift
- Paid combined bill but named them all

- Respondent made mistake.

18
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Most deletions occur when a mistake has been made, either by the FR or the respondent, and

no other reasons were discussed during any of the focus group sessions.

How Often they Delete

FRs seemed to be broken into two groups when asked how often they delete. One
group said that it rarely happens “not often, one time out of twenty-five interviews”, while the
other said it happens often “two to three times in each case.” A discussion about the frequency
of deletion revealed no insight as to the reason for this difference, nor were the groups able to

arrive at a consensus.

Where they Delete

When asked where deleting occurs most often, no single section jumped out to FRs.
The initial response to the question was consistent with many others: “It depends on the
respondent.” When probed further, FRs named utilities, clothing and vehicles as sections

where they may delete more often.

Suggestions for Deleting

FRs had many suggestions to improve the deleting process. Suggestions included:

- Beable to delete wherever you are, don‘t have to go to beginning of item

- Beable to delete a single field

- Be able to delete an entire vehicle

- Put an “X” on the left, highlight it and it deletes the whole line — just like payroll
- Have a single keystroke to delete a whole line

- Delete a single bill, or be able to change the number of bills

While FRs said that deleting generally wasn‘t difficult, some said that because they dont

delete often, it is sometimes difficult to remember how to do so.
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General Suggestions

As anticipated, when the topic of CAPI issues was brought up, FRs had suggestions on how to
improve the instrument. While none of them related to the topics focused on, they are useful

suggestions and should be considered:

- Improve section 4

- Make more like a spreadsheet

- Make business expense a main pre-question

- Lump months together under one bill

- Make months radio buttons and mark all that apply

- Prefill utility company

- Make diapers a continuous expense

- Add an intro screen at the end of the interview “We*1l be coming back in three
months, can we set up an appointment now?”’

- Make range edits more realistic

- Vary ranges based on income, locality

UNDERREPORTING

When asked to discuss the underreporting problem in CE, FRs had a lot to say. They
identified possible respondent, situational and instrument causes for underreporting, as well as
reviewing the relationship between underreporting and CE materials. The difference between

phone and personal interviews was also discussed during this session.

Materials

Without prompting, FRs discussed the info book and file folder during the
underreporting session. They felt that both these materials related to underreporting, and had

interesting comments about each.
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Info boo

In all groups, the information booklet was a main topic. One FR went so far as to say
“the number one reason respondents underreport is they don‘t want to take the time to look at
the info book.” Other FRs agreed that the info book played an important role in the amount of
expenditures reported. They noted that using the info book can speed up an interview, and it
helps respondents associate items with the correct question. Not all comments about the info

book were positive however, FRs reported some problems with it:

- Not sure if respondents pay attention to the books

- Respondents sometimes get lost in the books

- Reluctant respondents find the books intimidating

- Some respondents are illiterate and can‘t use the books

- Some respondents scan pages and move too quickly.

They also noted that not all FRs correctly coordinate the use of the information book, page

numbers are now always specified, and the respondent is not always in the right place.
File Folder

In addition to the info book, FRs in two groups brought up the file folder given to
respondents to store their records. They said that few respondents use this folder, although
those that do tend to pack it full, “they want to show you every little thing.” The consensus
was that respondents may appreciate the gift of the folder, but typically do not use it to

improve their reporting.

Respondent Causes

Many of the causes of underreporting FRs thought of were specific to the respondent. They

included privacy issues, embarrassment, learning to say no, forgetting, and reluctance.
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Privacy

FRs brought up the respondents™ concern for privacy as a reason for underreporting a
number of times. They commented that respondents don‘t want to reveal certain expenditures,
“they“1l say why do you want to know.” FRs noted that respondents in wealthy areas don“t
always provide all expenditures because of privacy considerations, nor do respondents on
assistance. They have noticed that elderly respondents are having more and more concerns
about identity theft; while others are concerned about the amount they spend impacting their
disability benefits. Many FRs commented that respondents don‘t seem to report their entire
income, possibly because of ,under the table® sources, and also pointed out that credit liability

is often not given because of privacy issues.

Embarrassment

Related to privacy, but a distinct respondent concern is embarrassment. FRs said that
they often feel respondents are not reporting certain purchases because they are embarrassed
to name them. They named lottery tickets or gambling expenses and alcohol as falling into this
category. One FR also mentioned that respondents may not report purchases made at a thrift

store because they are embarrassed.

Learn to say no

One interesting discussion that occurred during the underreporting session regarded
the idea that respondents ,Jearn to say no.” All three groups of FRs brought this idea up, and
seemed to feel strongly that it is a phenomena that does occur. One FR described the situation:
“Respondents learn that if they answer ,,yes" to the main question, more questions follow, so
they have learned to say ,no"to hurry the interview.” FRs said this tended to happen after the
first or second interview, but noted that not every respondent changes their behavior. One FR

said that it is mostly reluctant respondents who ,Jearn to say no.*
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Reluctant Respondents

FRs noted that not all respondents have a problem with underreporting. Reluctant
respondents were brought up a number of times as being much more likely to not give all
expenses. As one FR put it, “if you talk a reluctant household into participating, they give the
bare minimum, torn between civic responsibilities and personal issues, and give a half an
interview.” All groups agreed that respondents who had to be convinced to participate were

more likely to underreport, and ,Jearn to say no*than others.

Forgetting

The cause of underreporting mentioned most frequently was forgetting. FRs believe
that many things respondents purchase they do not remember while they‘re completing the
interview, and can‘t report them. FRs said that respondents rely mainly on recall rather than

records, and have a hard time with the 3-month reference period.

Situational Causes

Not all causes of underreporting FRs discussed were related to respondent features, some dealt
with specific situations, such as gifts, proxy reporting and out of scope purchases. They also

noted that FRs themselves may have an impact on the amount of underreporting that occurs.

Gift

FRs said that another area where underreporting occurs is gifts. They said that
“respondents think we dont want gifts,” that only purchases made for the household are to be

collected in the interview.

Proxy

Another situation that FRs mentioned as contributing to underreporting is proxy
reporting. They noted that most respondents miss expenditures made by other household
members. Specifically they said that teenagers and adult children living at home do not report

their expenses to others, and so they are often missed. They also noted that spouses are not
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always familiar with the expenses of the other, “one knows furniture, and the other knows
motor vehicles.” FRs noted that although questions are worded ,,you or other members of your

consumer unit®, respondents still primarily focus on themselves.

Out of Scope

FRs also believe respondents underreport purchases is that they believe the expenses
are out of the scope of the interview. Specific examples of this were mentioned, “respondents
may not consider [reporting] their daily coffee, they*1l say itS ,nothing to speak of.* Other
purchases cited were newspapers, hair accessories, school supplies and pay phone calls. FRs
said that although they tell respondents every expenses is wanted, the generality of the

questions and examples might be giving respondents a different idea.

FR Behavior

In the focus groups, both FRs and SFRs were present, allowing for interesting insights
about the impact of FR behavior on underreporting to be revealed. It was noted that although
interviewers are trained to read every question exactly as worded, often FRs hand the info
book to the respondent and ask them to read the page themselves. This may cause more
underreporting than if each question was read as intended. They also commented that just as
respondents can get distracted, FRs can as well, and when distracted, they are not able probe

as they should.

Although the groups were able to identify FR behaviors that may increase

underreporting, they also pointed out behaviors that may reduce underreporting, such as:

- Probing for spouse’s expenditures
- Giving common examples after a question (i.e. naming Starbucks after
restaurants)

- Asking specifically about lunches eaten out
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These behaviors may reduce underreporting, but as one group pointed out, only experienced
FRs know to probe for these things; inexperienced FRs may not take advantage of these

opportunities to probe.

Interview Cause

In addition to respondent and situational causes, FRs identified a cause of

underreporting stemming from the interview, the wording of the questions.

Question Wording

A number of times, FRs mentioned that underreporting may be occurring because of
how the questions are worded. They noted that respondents don‘t always match up the
question with the appropriate expenditures, so purchases are missed. Specifically they said that

these items were problems:

- Charitable donations, missing things like ,boys club*donations or church
donations

- Retirement plans, missing 401K and stock investments

- Accounting services, missing tax preparations

- Clothing, missing diapers

FRs agreed that respondents are not listening to the question at times, “because they are
constantly flipping the booklet, or they get distracted by what's going on in their homes.” This
lack of attention may cause them to miss purchases because they are not obvious given the

wording of the question.

Sections

Hypothesized Sections

When asked which sections FRs thought had the most problems with underreporting,

these were the expense types they named:
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- Trips

- Charitable donations
- Lottery tickets

- Clothing

- Home décor

- Cosmetics

- Clothing

- Insurance

- ATM fees

- Automatic deductions

For each area, FRs thought that forgetting was the reason that respondents did not report all

their expenditures.

Furniture

Analysis (Tucker, Biemer and Meekins, 2003) has shown that furniture i