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INTRODUCTION

The introduction of the American Community Survey (ACS) as the source of long form data presents
some challenges in terms of adapting the census residence rules to a situation where the reference
period is not one standard date, but rather a series of consecutive months.  One particular aspect of this
problem involves people who have multiple residences, and thus multiple chances of being sampled for
the survey at either the same or different times.

As part of an effort to improve the ability of the ACS to accurately identify and assign seasonal
residents to housing units, new formulations of the residence rules were developed by an ACS working
group and questions were developed that identify households in which all residents have multiple
residences and determine the reasons for being at the sampled address and how many months a year
residents spend at the sampled address.  CSMR staff were requested to conduct cognitive research on
these newly-developed questions, focusing on respondents who have multiple residences.  

This report contains the results of that research.  First we present a description of the methodology that
was used to conduct the interviews.  Next we present results that pertain to the questions that are
central to this research as well as recommendations for revision.  Then we present observations about
other respondents' reactions to items in the housing and population sections.  Finally, we present
conclusions based on this research.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Data collection for this project was conducted between July and September, 2001.  The focus of the
research was on the following four types of respondents: 1) persons with multiple residences; 2)
persons with seasonal residences; 3) college students; and 4) commuter workers.  In addition, the
questions must not have negative effects on persons without multiple residences, so persons with only
one residence were also included in the research.

A total of 31 respondents were interviewed by CSMR staff and under contract.  Interviewing took
place across a diverse geographic area: New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin,
Maryland, Virginia, and the District of Columbia.  The breakdown of respondents was as follows:

13 seasonal residents, including 7 interviewed at their primary residence and 6 interviewed at their
vacation residence

        
7 seasonal workers, including 3 carnival workers and  4 seasonal beach workers
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2 commuter workers 

4 college students targets, including 2 college students living off-campus and 2  parents of college
students

5 residents with a single residence

There was some diversity in the demographic characteristics of the respondents, but the main objective
was to achieve a good mix in terms of the content situations.  The following breakdowns were
observed:  

gender:  22 females, 9 males

age: 9 aged 25 or less, 3 aged 26-45, 11 aged 46-65, 8 aged 66 or older

race: 2 African-Americans, 1 Hispanic, 28 Whites

Interviews were conducted at respondents’ seasonal or permanent homes, places of work or study, or
offices of community organizations.  All interviews were tape-recorded and were conducted using
concurrent think-aloud interviewing techniques.  A copy of the questionnaire that was used in this
research is included as Attachment 1.

RESULTS

Front Page

The "Start Here" section of the form collects four pieces of information:  the name and telephone
number of the respondents, the date, and the person count question.

What is your name?

Respondents did not have any problems completing their name or telephone number.  However,
several seemed confused when they got to the point where they were instructed to enter the date. 
Some hesitated, not because they were unsure of the date, but because they were unsure which date
was being requested.  Two respondents actually entered their birth dates.  

Although "today's date" is specifically mentioned in the instructions for this section, respondents either
don't read it or they just skip over the "fine print."  They only read "What is your name?" Then begin
filling the blanks.  Thus, some reinforcement of the specific piece of information requested is suggested.

Recommendation(s):  We recommend including the word "today" above the response spaces.
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Suggested Wording:

Today's Date (Month/Date/Year)
[ ][ ]  [ ][ ]  [ ][ ][ ][ ]

How many people are living or staying at this address?

We observed two major problems with this question.  First, respondents were unsure about whom they
should include in this number.  After respondents read this question, seven of the respondents
immediately asked the interviewer whom they should be including in this count.  However, the root of
confusion was not the same for all respondents and seemed to differ based on their individual living
situations.  The specific living situations that caused problems are discussed in greater detail below.

Seasonal Workers:  Four seasonal workers were interviewed.  These are people who, at the time of
the interview, were living at the beach, working a seasonal job.  They held these jobs during the
summer season and then worked or went to school somewhere else the rest of the year. Respondents
typically defined the summer season as "between Memorial Day and Labor Day." Three of the four
seasonal workers interviewed were unsure about whom to include in the number on the front page.  In
family-owned houses or apartments, guests and family members are frequently coming and going to and
from the residence all summer long, some staying for longer periods.  In other circumstances, where
groups of people are renting an apartment or house, it is not atypical to have different roommates
moving in and out throughout the summer.

Carnival Workers:   We interviewed three carnival workers, who travel with the show for nine months a
year and stay somewhere else during the off-season.  It is unclear at which place of residence the
respondent should be filling out the form.  This question asks specifically for "at this address." 
However, unless their mail is forwarded to the carnival site from another address, they do not receive
mail. All three of the carnival workers we interviewed interpreted this question differently as follows: 
"How many people were living or staying . . .   

at the whole carnival?"
in her room in the bunkhouse?"
at his other residence?"

These differences in interpretations have implications for the accuracy of the data collected in this
question.

The second major problem we observed with this question is that there could be a difference between
the meaning of "living or staying at this address" on the front page and "living or staying here" on page 2. 
This mainly seems problematic for people who live in basement apartments or apartments within houses
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where they share one address.  Respondents do not know whether to include only the people living in
the separate apartment or all the people living in the house.  This was not a focus of our research, and
we only interviewed only one respondent who lived in a basement apartment.    She included all four
residents of her house (that is, her address) on the front page.  However, when she turned to the next
page and read the residence rules, she only listed herself and her roommate on the "List of Residents." 
While we only encountered this situation once, it seems this could be confusing for many addresses.

Recommendation(s):  We do not recommend any changes to this question.

Instruction for List of Residents

WE NEED YOU TO LIST EVERYONE WHO IS CURRENTLY LIVING OR 
STAYING HERE.

To see if respondents understood this initial instruction, we did three things.  First, we asked what they
thought the question meant; second, we probed about the definitions of "currently living" and "currently
staying"; and third we asked the respondents to tell us if they thought these two phrases meant the same
thing or if they meant something different. 

All of the respondents understood, in a general sense, what the instruction meant.  A common response
was that the instruction meant "who is living here."   When asked about the meanings of the two
phrases, most respondents clearly communicated that "currently living" meant something similar to "living
here right now."  Fourteen of the respondents thought that "currently living here" meant "at this time," "as
of today," "at the present," or "now."   Five of the respondents thought that "currently living here" meant
that we were asking about their "permanent address."   

Twenty of the respondents thought that "living" and "staying" meant different things in this instruction,
while eleven thought the two phrases meant something different.  Two respondents thought the two
phrases meant the same thing when probed at the beginning of the questionnaire, but then contradicted
themselves later in the interview.  Even though there are differences in the way respondents are
interpreting these phrases, they do understand the instruction and in most cases are filling in the matrix
properly.  

One problem that persisted, even though the respondents understood the general meaning of the
instructions, was that respondents were not including themselves when filling out the "List of Residents." 
At this point in the questionnaire, respondents have already filled out information about themselves on
the front page.  When asked to list everyone living or staying here, respondents  feel that either it is not
necessary or that they are not required to list themselves again.  When we probed respondents about
why they did not include themselves, a common response was - "because I'm already listed on the
front."
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Recommendation(s):  We recommend that the wording be revised to specifically state that the
respondent should include him/herself.  This can easily be accomplished, by adding the phrase
"including yourself" at the end of the instruction.

Suggested Wording:

WE NEED YOU TO LIST EVERYONE WHO IS CURRENTLY LIVING 
OR STAYING HERE, INCLUDING YOURSELF.

Residence Rules

• Is someone away for a short period of time (2 months or less)?  Please still include that
person.

This instruction was problematic for respondents because respondents were interpreting the reference
period of "two months or less"in two different ways.  First, people read "short period of time" and
immediately develop their own definition of the reference period.  In some cases this was less than two
months, but in other cases it was not.  For example, one respondent mentioned her husband working in
Florida for three months.  Second, people were somehow answering in terms of the opposite of the
rule's intent –  that is, it only included people who were away for more than two months.  An example
of this was a respondent who said that she should include her college-aged children because they spend
three months at home during the summer, even though they spend nine months away during the rest of
the year.  These misinterpretations surfaced during our probing about what "short period of time" meant
in this instruction, as well as in respondents' improper inclusion of residents.  

The second misinterpretation is exacerbated by the fact that,  although the opposite meaning of this
question would be to NOT include someone who is away for longer than 3 months, we do not
communicate this to the respondents.  We tell the respondents who to include, but do not provide
tangible information about who not to include.  Respondents are not deducing this information based on
the rules provided and so it seems necessary to do so for them.  

Recommendation(s):  We recommend making this instruction two separate instructions that
specifically state who to include and who not to include.  Simplify the first question by taking out the
parenthetical phrase, "two months or less." This eliminates the opportunity for respondents to create
their own definition of "a short period of time" and they are more likely to adhere to the two-month
reference period.  

The second instruction, which is actually the "flip-side" of the first question, should instruct the
respondent to NOT include anyone who is away for more than two months.
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There are two other general recommendations that we are suggesting for all of the residence rules. 
First, the question format of the rules confuses some respondents.  A few even thought that they were
supposed to provide an answer for each of them and either verbally answered the "questions" or
provided a written response in the space beside the instruction.  To prevent this, it is recommended that
the rules be put into statement format.

Second,  the word "someone" implies that the rule is referring to or asking about one individual, where
in many cases, the rule(s) could apply to multiple persons in a residence.  We recommend changing the
word "someone" to "anyone."

Suggested Wording:

Please INCLUDE anyone who is away for two months or less.

DO NOT INCLUDE anyone who is away for more than 2 months.

• Is someone here for more than 2 months, but you think they really live somewhere
else?  Please still include that person.

Respondents did not seem to have a problem understanding this instruction.  Twenty-eight respondents
correctly interpreted this instruction and gave good examples of who might belong in this category. 
These examples were geared toward their own living situation.  Respondents mentioned situations such
as "a sister visiting for the summer or doing an internship for six months," "a college student home for the
summer who would consider themselves to be a resident where they go to school," and "a
granddaughter who stayed more for more than two months when (the respondent’s) grandson was
sick."

Only one respondent seemed confused as to what information this instruction provided.  Two others
said that the instruction was too "vague" and that it depended on the individual situation as to whether
they would include the person or not.

Recommendation(s):  We do not have any specific changes to address problems with this residence
rule.   However, for the reasons noted above and for the sake of consistency, we  recommend that the
rules be put into statement format and that the word "someone" be changed to "anyone."

Suggested Wording:

INCLUDE anyone who is here for more than two months, but you think they 
really live somewhere else.



7

• Is someone staying here temporarily who has no other place to live?  Please still
include that person.

Respondents did not seem to have a problem understanding this instruction.  Almost all of the thirty
respondents correctly interpreted this instruction and gave good examples of who might belong in this
category.  These examples where geared toward two different situations, someone who has either lost
their home or is in between homes, and "homeless people."  One respondent, a carnival worker,  was
confused by this instruction.  However, it seemed that it was her specific living situation that made the
instruction confusing because it did not apply to her.

Recommendation(s):  We do not have any specific changes to address problems with this residence
rule.   However, for the reasons noted above and for the sake of consistency, we  recommended that
the rules be put into statement format and that the word "someone" be changed to "anyone."

Suggested Wording:

INCLUDE anyone who is staying here temporarily, but who has no other 
place to live.

List of Residents

In six interviews, the number on the front did not match the number of people on the "List of Residents." 
This occurred for two reasons.  The first reason was discussed earlier in the report, but is important
enough to include in this section as well.  People are not including themselves.  Since the respondents
have already filled out information about themselves on the front page, they feel that it is not necessary
or that they are not required to do so again.  When we probed respondents about why they did not
include themselves on the list, a common response was - "because I'm already listed on the front."

Second,  people are adding "Extra People" once they read the rules.  Although both the question on the
front page and the instruction to list people on page 2 are intended to mean the same thing, respondents
are interpreting them differently.  Respondents are interpreting the question on the front page to mean
"now," "currently," or "at this time," but once they get to the rules, they realize that their initial
interpretation of the question was too narrow.  For example, the daughter of a commuter worker
included only herself on the front page and then (correctly) included the worker on the list.  However,
one of the seasonal workers included himself and his roommate on the front page and then (incorrectly)
included three other people who had stayed there earlier in the summer. The number of respondents
who added people is small and there is no trend as to whether respondents make positive or negative
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contributions to the roster.

It should be noted that comparing the number on the front with the number of people on the list will not
catch all inconsistencies.  We had one respondent who excluded a household member from the initial
count and then included her on the list of residents.  She also included herself in the initial count, but did
not include herself on the list of residents.  Thus, although her counts matched, the form was not filled
out properly.  This mistake would not be detected during editing.

Recommendation(s):  We do not recommend any changes to format in which respondents report
their list of residents, but we have previously recommended a change to the residence rules to
encourage respondents to include themselves.

Questions about Multiple Residences

Q28a.  Do you or any member of this household live or stay at this address year round?

The purpose of this question is to identify addresses at which at least one household member lives
permanently or conversely, which is a seasonal address.  This question was not a problem for the
single-residence respondents.  They recognized the purpose of the question, and all answered correctly.

This was not the case with the seasonal residents, however.  They had some confusion with the phrase
“live or stay.”  This is because these two terms did not necessarily mean the same thing, and they mix
up notions of physical presence and permanent residence.  People can live at an address year round
even though they do not stay there year round, if it is their permanent residence.  All of the respondents
knew where there permanent residence was, even though they spent portions of the year in different
places.  Some of them felt they “lived” at their permanent address, and this made the "live" and "stay"
refer to two different places.  This caused problems in interpreting this question.  Some people
answered it incorrectly because of this confusion.  

The concept of  “year round” was pretty clear to respondents.  They understood it to refer to people
who stayed at a residence 12 months out of the year.  They do not necessarily think of it as a year
extending from January 1 to January 1, but rather following the pattern of their travels.  It might begin in
April or June or October.  People interviewed at seasonal or vacation residences sometimes verbalized
a distinction between whether you owned or rented the place in connection with their interpretation of
“year round.”  This could reflect the fact that they were staying in rented places for the summer. 
Owners live at the address year round, but renters just come for vacations, summer jobs, etc.  None of
these respondents answered the question incorrectly.

Several respondents answered “yes” to this question, but missed the skip instruction and continued
through the question series.     
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Recommendation(s): We considered alternative wording to eliminate confusion for multi-residential
respondents.  The best way to do this would be to delete the word “live” from the question and have
respondents focus on whether they stay at the address year round.  However, we do not feel this would
be satisfactory for the majority of people who answer this question, that is, people who have only one
residence.  This group normally thinks of themselves as “living” at a residence and asking only about
staying at an address may introduce misinterpretations and unintended negative consequences.  Thus,
we suggest that more testing be conducted to arrive at revised wording. 

Q28b.  How many months a year do members of this household stay at this address?

Seasonal respondents answered this question in terms of general patterns they had established over a
series of years.  One respondent, interviewed at his primary residence, said he is at this address for
seven months a year because he and his wife go to Arizona from October to February.  Another
person, interviewed at his vacation residence, answered three months because he and his wife generally
arrive June 1st and generally leave September 1st.  He thought this was a “fair answer” even though this
year they arrived at the address two weeks later than usual.  

Respondents reported making trips back to their first residence, or even to a third residence, during the
time they were at the interview address.  For example, respondents who go south for the winter go
back north for the Christmas holidays.  People staying at their vacation place in Wisconsin go back to
their “permanent” residence in the city during the summer for work or for family events.  Respondents
did not subtract the time on these trips from the amount of time they reported in this question.  They
considered that they were “staying” at the interview address during the time they made these usually
brief trips.

There was a slight hint of sensitivity in this question.  One respondent debated whether he should
answer it truthfully.  He spends 7 months a year in Wisconsin and 5 months in Florida.  He thought the
IRS might see the form and wonder why he pays Florida state taxes if he lives most of the year in
Wisconsin.  He said he might not answer this question if he got the questionnaire in the mail, or he might
throw the questionnaire away.  Although this only happened with one respondent, it is something that
should probably be kept in mind by analysts.    

There were a couple of cases in which different household members stayed at the address for different
amounts of time. These situations came to light because respondents missed the skip instruction for
“yes” responses in Q28a.  However, they could also happen for people who correctly follow the skip
pattern.  In one case, a commuter worker stays at the address only two days a week while the other
resident stays at the address year round (although she subtracted out her vacation time and time away
on business trips and answered 9 months).  In the other case, the mother of a daughter in college who
was included on the household roster said the daughter was at the address only 3 months.  These
examples suggest that asking these questions on a person basis may produce different and probably
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better data than asking them on a household basis.    

Recommendation(s): We do not recommend any changes to this question.

Q28c.  What is the main reason members of this household are staying at this address?

Respondents did not seem to have a problem understanding this question. People who were
interviewed at their permanent address gave "this is their permanent address" as their answer; people
who were interviewed at a seasonal address gave "this is their seasonal or vacation address" as their
answer.  Young people who were working at summer jobs, either at the beach or near family vacation
homes, reported “this is their seasonal or vacation address” rather than “to be close to work” in
response to this question.  This suggests that these respondents viewed the summer more as a vacation
than as an opportunity to earn money.  

Only one respondent considered the “to be close to work” category.  She was a carnival worker who
completed the form as if it arrived at her bunkhouse.  But she would not fully commit to this category:
she gave her response as “other–seasonal yet close to work.”    

Only one of the college students completed this question series.  She is from Brazil and attends college
in the U.S., returning to Brazil for winter break and summer vacation. She debated about how to
answer the question, and finally answered “to attend school or college.”  She said that this was
appropriate since she plans to return to Brazil eventually, but if she was planning to stay in the U.S. and
look for jobs near her university, she would answer “this is their permanent address.”    

Everyone understood the term “permanent address,” although many used different terminology earlier in
the interview.  Examples included "primary residence," "primary domicile," and "home base." 
Respondents gave many indicators of permanent addresses.  They said permanent addresses are where
you vote, pay taxes, register cars, have drivers licenses, have mail delivered or forwarded from, and
where your legal residence is.   

Recommendation(s):  We do not recommend any changes to this question.

Q28d.  Do members of this household have another address where they live or stay most of the
time?

Some of our respondents had two residences and others had three.  The phrase “most of the time” had
different meanings for these two groups of people.  For people who had two residences (and also for
people with one residence who answered this question in error), “most of the time” meant more than six
months.  For people who had three residences, “most of the time” was more than they spent at any
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other place.

The question was problematic for people who stayed for six months at each of two residences, because
they didn’t have a place where they stay most of the time.  There were 3 respondents who fell into this
category.  Two regularly split the year equally, and both were confused.  They both said they live or
stay at the non-interview address most of the time.  In one case this represented the permanent
address, and in the other case it represented the vacation address.  A third respondent spent equal
amounts of time this year, but usually the split is closer to 7 and 5.  Since the phrase “most of the time”
didn’t apply to him, he reinterpreted the question to ask about “a significant chunk of time.”  People
who have a 6/6 split are likely to have a problem this question no matter what.  This is something that
should be recognized, but there were no patterns in the way our respondents answered the question
that would suggest any improvements to the question.

For the most part, respondents were consistent in their answers to Q28b (how many months a year do
people stay at this address?) and Q28d (do people have another address where they live or stay most
of the time?).  One respondent was clearly inconsistent.  She was a carnival worker who completed the
questionnaire for her on-the-road address.  Her response to Q28b was 9 months, which is the length of
time she is on the road.  Her response to Q28d was yes, there is another place she lives or stays most
of the time.  This was her parents’ address, which she considers to be her permanent address.

Responses to these tow questions may also appear inconsistent if a respondent has more than two
residences.  The pattern of responses would depend on which address was sampled, but the
interpretation of “most of the time” for these people as “more time at one place than any other place”
could result in a seemingly inconsistent pattern.  This could occur  if an edit or an analyst looked at
these responses from the perspective that “most of the time” is 6 months or more.  However, we did
not observe this in our interviews.   

Another set of responses that might seem inconsistent is for people who spend exactly six months at
each of two residences.  One of our respondents answered “yes” to Q28d even though she spends 6
months in Florida and 6 months in Pennsylvania, because she wanted to emphasize that her
Pennsylvania address was her permanent address.  (However, since she was interviewed at her
Pennsylvania address, her “yes” response had just the opposite effect.  She made a mistake in
answering the question.) 

Recommendation(s):  We do not recommend any changes to this question.

Q28e.  Is everyone in this household here for 2 months or less?

This question worked well when everyone in the household shared the same pattern of going back and
forth to other residences.  However, when various household members stayed for different lengths of
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time, the question was more difficult. We had 2 such cases–in one case, a husband and wife stayed at
the address for six months and their daughter stayed for two months; in the other case, some of the
roommates in a summer lease stayed for three months and others stayed for two months.  In both of
these cases the respondents were confused.  They had to reread 

the question several times before ultimately answering correctly.  This is another indication that person-
based questions would be easier than household-based questions.

Recommendation(s):  We do not recommend any changes to this question.

Housing Questions

Our test questionnaire included all the housing questions.  Although we did not focus on these questions
during our cognitive interviews, we note in this section where housing questions seemed to be
problematic for a number of respondents.  

Q3 When did PERSON 1 (listed in the List of Residents on page 2) move into this house,
apartment, or mobile home?  
month year
[ ][ ] [ ][ ][ ][ ]

There seem to be two potentially serious problems in this question, even though the number of
respondents who had these difficulties was small.  The first is an issue with recall.  Respondents had a
difficult time coming up with the exact month when they moved into the residence.  Some respondents
decided to leave the month blank, while others came up with an educated guess.   

The second issue is that for seasonal residents, whether they have a seasonal home or they are seasonal
workers, the intent of the question is not clear.  Two of our respondents seemed to have this difficulty. 
One respondent lived at the beach during the summer months and somewhere else the rest of the year. 
She lived at the same seasonal address last summer as well.  She was unsure whether she should put in
the date she moved in last year or the date that she moved into the apartment this summer.  After much
debate, she decided put in the past year's date.  Another respondent who had a seasonal residence had
a similar problem.  This respondent had owned the home where the interview took place for 3 years. 
He said that his wife and mother had been coming to this address for three years during the summer,
but he (Person 1) had only visited the address for short periods of time until this year.  He answered
that he had moved in May 2001. It is not clear how seasonal respondents should report these
temporary stays in a question originally intended to measure length of permanent residence.
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Q14 series - Utility Costs

There were two problems with this series of questions.  First, seasonal workers do not know this type
of information.  Most of these people rent houses or apartments and don't know the cost of the fuels
used, because the landlord takes care of the bills.  Even though the landlord pays the bills, respondents
do not consider these utilities as "included in rent."  All four of the seasonal workers left at least one part
of question 14 blank, because they did not know the answer to the question.  

The second problem was that respondents were overlooking the "no charge" boxes.  Respondents
were  entering zeros if they did not use a particular type of fuel, when they should have marked the "no
charge or fuel not used" boxes.  One respondent incorrectly marked the "included in rent" box for 14d,
just because she didn't receive a separate bill for those fuels.  Instead, she should have marked "no
charge or these fuels not used,” since she did not use any oil, coal, kerosene or wood.

Q16 At any time DURING THE PAST 12 MONTHS, did anyone in the household receive
Food Stamps?

[ ] Yes –> What was the value of the Food Stamps?
Past 12 months' value - Dollars

[ ] No

Of the two respondents who reported that they received food stamps, both reported the monthly value
of food stamps, rather than the yearly value that the question asks for.  In addition to reporting for one
month only, one respondent did not report any of the food stamps that her sister received.  She only
reported for herself, even though the question asks about Food Stamps that anyone in the household
received.

Q17 Is this house, apartment, or mobile home part of a condominium?
[ ] Yes –> What is the monthly condominium fee?  For renters, answer only if you pay  

the condominium fee in addition to your rent; otherwise, mark the "None"
box.

Monthly amount - Dollars

or

[ ]None
[ ] No
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Seven respondents had difficulty with this question.  There were a variety of problems, which range
from not knowing the monthly amount to incorrectly interpreting the question.  For two respondents, the
problem seemed to be the format of the question.  These respondents checked the "none" box to
indicate that they did not belong to a condominium.  However, their responses actually indicated that
they belonged to a condominium, but that they did not pay a monthly condominium fee.  One
respondent read the word condominium as "combination" and answered the "none" box under monthly
condominium fee, rather than the "no" box, to report that his mobile home is not part of a condominium. 
The second respondent could not read the word condominium and marked the "none" box for the
monthly fee rather than the "no" box to indicate that she does not live in a condominium.

Three respondents did not interpret the question correctly.  Of these respondents, the first interpreted
this question as asking how much the owner paid for the apartment.  The second  respondent simply did
not know what a condominium was.  The third respondent marked the "none" box to indicate that her
apartment was not part of a condominium.  She never saw the "What is the monthly condo fee?"
question, but saw the instruction about renters and marked the "none" box.  She thought this told her
that if she rented, she was part of a condominium. 

Finally, respondents lacked the appropriate knowledge to answer this question.  Two respondents
knew that they belonged to a condominium, but did not know the monthly amounts.  One respondent
marked "yes," but did not know the dollar amount and left that blank.  The second respondent said that
he paid annually, not monthly and wrote in "per year" after he entered the amount.  

Q18  Is this house, apartment, or mobile home -

[ ] Owned by you or someone in this household with a mortgage or loan?
[ ] Owned by you or someone in this household free and clear 
     (without a mortgage or loan)?
[ ] Rented for cash rent?
[ ] Occupied without payment of case rent? – Skip to question 22.

Five of the thirty-one respondents had some difficulty with this question.  Two of the respondents were
confused by the phrase "rented for cash rent."  One respondent left this question blank because she said
that they paid their rent by money order instead of cash.

Three other respondents all had different comprehension problems with this question.  One respondent
marked "owned by you or someone in this household with a mortgage or loan" and "rented for cash
rent" because one person in the household owned the property, while the other two paid her rent to live
there.  There is no instructions in this question that states or implies, that the respondent must choose
one answer category.  Another respondent said that he didn't own the home, but that he contributed
money for the expenses.  However, he didn't consider his contribution to expenses as "paying rent."



15

Ultimately he decided to leave the question blank, because none of the answer categories fit his
situation.  

The third respondent answered "owned with a mortgage or loan" because she had a home equity loan
(she has no mortgage payment).  She reported the home equity loan payment first as rent (but then
erased it), and then as a mortgage payment, and then as a home equity loan.  She never did erase the
entry in the mortgage payment, so her monthly costs were double-counted.

Q20 a.  Is the rent on this house, apartment, or mobile home reduced because the Federal
state, or local government is paying part of the cost?
[ ] Yes
[ ] No - Skip to question 21

b.  What government program provides this reduced rent?
[ ] The "Section 8" program
[ ] Some other government program
[ ] Not sure

We interviewed two low-income residents.  Both had reduced rent, but neither one knew for sure
whether the reason for their rent reduction was because the federal, state, or local government pays
part of the rent.  One answered "yes" to question 20a and one answered "no."  Both had problems with
question 20b.  The respondent who answered "no" to question 20a missed the skip instruction and went
on to question 20b.  When she read this question, she interpreted it as a knowledge question.  She
knew that Section 8 is a government program that provides reduced rent, so she checked that box.  But
she did not intend to say the she lives in Section 8 housing, since she had previously reported "no" in
question 20a.  And she definitely knew that she does not live in Section 8 housing.

Skip Instructions

In the process of administering this self-administered form, we noticed some problems with respondents
following the skip instructions.  Although this was not part of our research focus, we made a note of
them and report them here in the interest of completeness.  Our questionnaire  contained the matrix, the
housing questions, and the first page of questions for person 1.  It did not include person questions 17+
for person 1 or any questions for persons 2-5.

Relationship Question in the Person Matrix

The response section of the relationship question for person 1 contains an X’d box to indicate that this
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is person 1 as well as the instruction for who should be listed in person 1.  This occurs after the
respondent has already had to make a decision about who to list in person 1.  

A total of 7 respondents had problems with the relationship question.  Several were not sure who to list
in person 1.  They listed a person and proceeded across the row.  When they got over to Q3, the
instruction generally served to verify that they had made the right decision.  Even though the majority of
the respondents entered the right person as person 1, many of them mentioned that the instruction
should appear before person 1 is listed.

However, two respondents made errors in listing person 1, and the instruction did not help them realize
this.  It was only in debriefing after the roster was completed that one person decided that her father, a
commuter worker whose name is on the lease, should be listed as person 1, rather than herself, a full-
time resident of the apartment.  Similarly, a resident at a family summer home listed all the persons who
were staying there or had stayed there over a period of time, and listed her mother, the homeowner, as
person 5.  Only later did she realize that her mother should have been listed as person 1.  In neither
case did the respondent go back and fill out the form so that the relationships were in reference to
person 1.     

Beginning of the Housing Section

In all cases, respondents started the housing section by reading the bolded instruction under the
Housing title, which instructs respondents to answer the following questions about the address listed on
the mailing label.  After reading this, many respondents proceeded to move to the right, and read Skip
Instruction A in the second column.  This pattern of going across from left to right had been established
on the previous page, where most respondents completed the matrix by going across the rows for each
person, rather than going down the columns for each question.  For the most part, respondents
recovered from this error, seeing Q1 in column 1 and returning to it.  However, one respondent
continued down column 2 and totally missed the first three housing questions.  

Q10a for Person 1

Q10a (At any time in the last 3 months, has this person attended regular school or college?)
contains a skip instruction buried in the middle of the column after the first response category.
Persons who have not attended school in the last three months are directed to skip to question 11.  The
placement of this instruction seemed to have rendered it unnoticed to many of our respondents, who
went on to read Q10b.  Only after they decided that something was not right did they go back up,
reread the response categories, notice the skip instruction, and proceed to Q11.



17

Q13 for Person 1

Q13a asks whether this person lived at the sampled house or apartment 1 year ago.  The first response
category says that the person is under 1 year old.  Most respondents questioned this response category
when they read it aloud.  They wondered how person 1 could be under 1 year old.  This response
category led to an error in one case.  A respondent read the question and expected the first response
category to be “yes, this house.”  Without even looking, she marked the first box.  She reported herself
as being less than 1 year old.

Another problem with Q13a was noted for seasonal residents.  They correctly reported that they lived
in this same house or apartment 1 year ago, but this does not capture the fact that they lived at some
other residence during the months in between this time and the same time 1 year ago.

The formatting of this item to span two columns was problematic.  Some respondents who  correctly
skipped out of 13a. answered 13c. at the top of the third column.  They answered it with respect to
their current residence.       

Skip Instruction F for Person 1   

Skip Instruction F is the screener that skips persons under 5 years old out of the rest of the person
questions.  The wording of this instruction was quite confusing to respondents.  Some people had to
reread it several times, but eventually got its meaning.  Others interpreted it incorrectly and  thought they
should skip out if they were over 5 years old, rather than under 5 years old.   This might have happened
because the format of this instruction is different from all the lettered instructions respondents have
encountered to that point.  Instead of stating “Answer questions ... only if (some conditions holds),” this
instruction begins with “If (some condition holds), skip 
to ... .”

Q16c. and d. for Person 1

Q16c. and d. are the disability questions that are only asked of persons 16 years of age or older.  The
skip instructions caused respondents to lose track of the stub of the question, and as a result they were
not necessarily answering the intended question.  Some respondents answered whether they worked at
a job or business; others answered whether they had trouble working because of the disabling
conditions; and retired persons didn’t know how to answer these questions.  
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CONCLUSION

This  research on the American Community Survey focused on the situation of persons with multiple
residences, and specifically on their reactions to questions about residence rules and time spent at
multiple residences.  The interviews identified a number of issues that face “seasonal” residents in
determining their household rosters and where they live or stay most of the time.  In addition to the
target questions, the research identified other substantive questions that may be problematic for
seasonal residents, such as the migration question and when person 1 moved into the household.   

Other findings are relevant to all types of respondents.  For example, the research showed that
instructions for the respondent to include him/herself are necessary, because the identification of the
respondent on the front page tends to suggest that he/she doesn’t need to be listed on the inside. 
Formatting issues related to skip instructions were observed.  Misinterpretations of housing questions
were noted.

The prevalence of formatting problems for all types of respondents suggests that additional pretesting of
the ACS self-administered form would be beneficial. 
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