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INTRODUCTION 

The Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), is a nationwide 

household survey which is designed to provide comprehensive information on the 

economic situation of households and persons in the United States. This 

survey is one of the first Census Bureau surveys to collect information on 

cash and noncash income, eligibility and participation in various government 

transfer programs, labor force status, assets and liabilities, and many other 

topics on a regular basis to learn how changes in people's lives affect their 

economic well-being (Nelson et. al., 1985). The multistage stratified sample 

is drawn from the noninstitionalized resident population of the United 

States. f l  new panel of respondents is selected every year, and is interviewed 

once every four months for about two and one-half years. Interviewing for the 

first panel in the SIPP, the 1984 Panel, began in October 1983. Beginning 

with the introduction of the second panel (1985 Panel) in February 1985, the 

SIPP has had t w  or three panels in the field concurrently. 

Each panel is divided into four approximately equal subsamples, called 

"rotation groups"; one rotation group is interviewed in a given month. Thus, 

one cycle or "wave" of interviewing (using the same questionnaire version) 

usually takes four consecutive months to complete. At each interview, 

respondents are asked a core set of questions about their labor force and 

program participation activities during the previous four-month period. At 

Waves 2 and beyond of each panel (Waves 3 and bayond for the 1984 Panel), 

respondents are also asked a set of "topical module" questions which vary by 

wave and collect information about specific topics of interest such as marital 

and fertility histories, migration, annual income and taxes, and so on. 

When we began the survey we felt that the only way to effectively collect 

the complex and sometimes sensitive SIPP data was through personal visit 

interviewing, and so telephone interviewing was discouraged. In fact, in the 
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1984 Panel a t  Waves 1 through 5, 95.7 percent  o f  a l l  SIPP in te rv iews  were 

conducted by personal v i s i t ,  and on ly  4 .3  percent  by telephone. 

With the  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  t h e  second and subsequent panels, t h e  costs o f  

conducting the  SIPP began t o  escalate, and we s t a r t e d  t o  t h i n k  about telephone 

in te rv iew ing  as a poss ib le  way t o  save money. With t h e  approval  and 

encouragement o f  t h e  Off ice of flanagement and Budget, we began t o  p r e t e s t  

telephone in te rv iew ing  i n  t h e  SIPP i n  1985. 

The Census Bureau conducted a smal l  telephone p r e t e s t  and then a 

two-phased n a t i o n a l  telephone t e s t .  The p r e t e s t  (us ing SIPP cases prev ious ly  

dropped due t o  a sample reduct ion)  was conducted i n  two ( o f  12) reg iona l  

o f f i c e s  i n  June 1985. The n a t i o n a l  t e s t ,  Phases I and 11, was conducted i n  

a l l  12 reg iona l  o f f i c e s  and inc luded l i v e  SIPP cases. Phase I cases were 

interv iewed from August-November 1986, and Phase I1 cases were interv iewed 

from February-Apri l  1987. 

Phase I o f  t h e  t e s t  a r e  comparisons o f  maximum personal v i s i t  i n te rv iew ing  

versus maximum telephone in te rv iew ing .  We w i l l  r e f e r  t o  t h i s  design as a 

telephone t e s t  through t h e  remainder o f  t h i s  paper. 

Th is  paper provides a d e s c r i p t i v e  overview o f  t he  p r e t e s t  and o f  the  two 

phases of t h e  n a t i o n a l  t e s t .  I t  descr ibes t h e  sample design, i n te rv iew ing  

procedures, and mon i to r i ng  and feedback systems p u t  i n  place. The essence o f  

t h e  paper, however, focuses on t h e  ana lys i s  completed thus f a r  on  Phase I o f  

t h e  t e s t .  

NCITIONAL TELEPHONE INTERVIEW TEST 

PRETEST 

PURPOSE 

The f i r s t  s tep  i n  t e s t i n g  t h e  use o f  t h e  telephone t o  conduct in terv iews 

f o r  t he  SIPP was tb determine t h e  p r a c t i c a l  a p p l i c a b i l i t y  o f  us ing  t h i s  mode. 

Because the  SIPP quest ionna i re  i s  long and very complex, we f i r s t  needed t o  
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see whether it was feasible to make the transition from personal visit to 

telephone interviewing, given the questionnaire design and subject matter 

content. We also needed to determine whether telephone interviewing increased 

unit and specific item nonresponse rates in order to decide whether to take on 

a full-fledged telephone interview test. 

S M P L E  AND HATERIfiLS 

, We conducted a small telephone pretest in the Chicago and Atlanta regions 

during the period June 2-28, 1985. We did not want to jeopardize the current 

sample, and so used "warm contact" households which had been successfully 

interviewed in previous waves and were scheduled to be interviewed again in 

June 1985, but which had been dropped from the SIPP due to budget 

constraints. These households previously received either four or five 

personal visit SIPP interviews and so had a familiarity with the core 

questions we would ask. The 1984 Panel Wave 2 questionnaire was used for the 

pretest since it contained no topical module questions and as such, would 

provide for a shorter interview than a questionnaire containing topical 

modules. We felt that the respondents' familiarity with the SIPP interview, 

coupled with a fairly short interview time, would increase the likelihood of 

successful interviewing in the pretest. We reasoned that if this pretest 

failed, it would indicate that the telephone mode could not be successful in 

the ongoing survey, where most wave questionnaires contain topical modules 

which lengthen the interview time. 

Prior to the interview, respondents were mailed an introductory letter 

telling them that their next inteririew would be by telephone. 6180 included 

were copies of flashcards to which they would need to refer during the 

telephone interview. 

In preparation for conducting the telephone pretest, interviewers 

completed a self-study which briefed them on general telephone interviewing 

procedures (e.g., to isolate themselves from family members during the 
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interview, to ensure data confidentiality) and instructed them on how to 

reword certain questions which did not lend themselves to being asked over the 

telephone. Interviewers were also instructed to maximize self-response 

interviews; that is, they were told to make at least one call-back to the 

household in order to have each person in the household aged 15+ years respond 

for himself or herself. 

We asked the interviewers to complete a "debriefing form" at the 

conclusion of the pretest which enabled them to feed back information to us. 

They were encouraged to point out procedural and operational problems, and 

also to express their personal opinions about how easy or difficult it was to 

interview by telephone. 

PROCEDURES 

A total of 279 households was assigned for the pretest; 169 in htlanta and 

110 in Chicago. The sample in each office was divided into two groups: 50 

cases from each region were selected to be telephoned from the regional office 

(so that Washington personnel could observe the interview by "listening in"), 

and the remainder of the cases were telephoned f r o m  interviewers' homes. When 

possible, the same interviewer who had conducted personal visit interviewing 

at a specific household in previous waves also conducted the telephone 

interview for that household. 

RESULTS 

Of the 279 households assigned, 247 (88.5%) resulted in interviews with 

430 person questionnaires completed. Thirty-two households &re 

noninterviews, including only 7 (2.5%) refusals. The balance of the 

noninterviews were primarily due to households which were telephoned 

repeatedly but at which no one answered, and to "unfollowable" movers. 

From the completed questionnaires we tallied responses to 60 unedited 

items to measure the data quality. We did not do more because: (1) only 430 

questionnaires were completed, which did not provide much of a base for 
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analysis; (2) interviewers knew that they were participating in a test that 

would not be counted toward their performance ratings and so may not have put 

forth the same effort as with their "liven assignments; (3) the data did not 

undergo our usual clerical and computer editing processes; and (4) the pretest 

was primarily concerned with the practical applicability of administering a 

personal visit questionnaire by telephone. The response rates for a few of 

the 60 selected items are shown in Table 1. 

Forty interviewers completed debriefing forms at the conclusion of the 

pretest. Most interviewers indicated that telephone interviewing worked as 

well as personal visit interviewing. There were no major complaints from 

interviewers or their supervisors. They experienced difficulty only in the 

areas of ring-no answers, and incorrect or disconnected numbers. It seemed 

that if the interviewers were able to make contact with the household, then 

they were usually successful in obtaining the interview. Many interviewers 

stated that they preferred telephone to personal visit interviewing for the 

SIPP. Further details on the results of the pretest are documented by . 
references 3 (OIBrien) and 4 (Coder). 

DECISIONS 

The observers and interviewers indicated that the SIPP telephone pretest 

was successful; both the household and the item response rates were 

reasonable; and respondents reacted positively to the telephone interviewing 

mode. The next logical step in testing the use of telephone interviews for 
*- 

the SIPP was to implement a statistically-oriented test using live sample 

cases. 

NATIONAL TELEPHONE INTERVIEW TEST 

PHASE I 

PURPOSE 

The SIPP telephone pretest demonstrated that it was possible to make the 

transition from personal visit to telephone interviewing using the SIPP 
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questionnaire. The ob jec t i ve  o f  Phase I was t o  determine whether a nationwide 

sample of cu r ren t l y  ac t i ve  SIPP households could be successful ly  interviewed 

by telephone. To achieve t h i s ,  Phase I was designed t o  provide b e t t e r  

estimates of data  q u a l i t y  than the p re tes t  by se lec t ing a representat ive 

sample, and by subject ing the  completed questionnaires t o  our  regu la r  and 

r igorous c l e r i c a l  and computer ed i t s .  A secondary ob jec t i ve  was t o  estimate 

any cost  savings from telephone in terv iewing.  

SMPLE 6ND MATERIALS 

Phase I was conducted over a -nth per iod (August-IYovember 1986), using 

two months o f  1986 Panel Wave 2 (August and September) and two months of 

Wave 3 (October and November) households. We f e l t  t h a t  by s p l i t t i n g  the t e s t  

between two waves, the l i ke l i hood  o f  a telephone in terv iewing "disaster"  (such 

as an unacceptably h i gh  i tem nonresponse r a t e  f o r  a given t o p i c a l  module) 

would be minimized, and that even i f  a d i sas te r  d i d  occur, we s t i l l  would have 

enough data t o  re lease products f o r  the targeted waves. Sample households 

w i t h i n  h a l f  o f  the segments i n  the targeted months were designated as maximum 

telephone in terv iew cases, and h a l f  as maximum personal i n te rv iew cases based 

on whether the segment number (a p a r t  o f  the household con t ro l  number) ended 

i n  an even (0,2,4,6,8) o r  an odd (1,3,5,7,9) d i g i t  which would r e s u l t  i n  a 

f a i r l y  random assignment. Interv iewers were expected t o  use the designated 

mode f o r  the interv iew, unless s p e c i f i c a l l y  ins t ruc ted  by the  supervisor t o  

swi tch modes, o r  unless the  interv iewer o r  supervisor determined t h a t  t o  use 

t h e  designated mode would jeopardize the in terv iew.  

The regu lar  Wave 2 and Wave 3 questionnaires were used f o r  Phase I. I n  

add i t i on  t o  core questions, the  Wave 2 questionnaire contained t o p i c a l  module 

questions on income recip iency h is tory ,  employment h is to ry ,  work d i s a b i l i t y  

h i  story, education and t r a i n i n g  h is tory ,  fami ly  background, household 

re lat ionships,  and mar i ta l ,  migration, and f e r t i l i t y  h i s t o r i es .  The Wave 3 

questionnaire contained t o p i c a l  module questions on c h i l d  care arrangements 
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and child support agreements, support for nonhousehold members, job offers, 

health status and utilization of health care services, long-term care, and the 
\ 

disability status of children. 

as in the pretest, we mailed special introductory letters from the 

Director of the Census Bureau to let respondents know that their next 

interview may be by telephone, and included the needed reference calendar and 

flashcards. We also prepared a debriefing form for the interviewers to 

complete at the conclusion of their assignment in Waves 2 and/or 3. The Phase 

I debriefing form asked for a synopsis of the interviewers' own experiences 

with the test such as the number of cases completed by each mode, any 

difficulties encountered in the administration of the test, their opinions 

about the usefulness of the telephone in conducting interviews, and general 

comments. Three hundred interviewers completed debriefing forms. The 

interviewers' reactions to the Phase I test, summarized in Table 2, provided 

feedback such as: (1) respondents tended not to use the mini-flashcards which 

we provided as an interviewing aid; (2) household size should be a factor in 

deciding whether to interview by phone; and (3) interviewers (or the 

respondents) should be given the choice as to which mode to use. The complete 

results are provided by reference 5 (Durant). 

PROCEDURES 

For Phase I, no effort was made to adjust assignments for a given 

interviewar; that is, assignments were made without taking into account 

whether the interviewer had any SIPP experience, telephone interviewing 

experience, or whether the assignments were designated for telephone or for 

personal visit interviewing. Each selected interviewer completed a telephone 

self-study (similar to the pretest self-study) prior to beginning hisher 

telephone assignment. In addition, each interviewer also completed a 

self-study at Waves 2 and 3 to train them specifically on the topical module 

questions. 
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Phase I i n t e r v i e w i n g  was "decentral ized"; t h a t  i s ,  conducted f rom the  

in terv iewers '  homes o r  some o t h e r  p lace besides the  reg iona l  o f f i c e .  Only a 

few cases were designated t o  be completed i n  t h e  off ice, so t h a t  observers 

could moni tor  t h e  i n t e r v i e w .  h l though t h e r e  were no s p e c i f i c  r u l e s  f o r  

" 

maximizing self-response, t h e  nature  of t h e  t o p i c a l  d u l e s  l e n t  i t s e l f  b e t t e r  

t o  self-response than t o  prox ies  and t h e  i n te rv iewers  were i n s t r u c t e d  t o  go t o  

t h e  same lengths t o  g e t  telephone i n t e r v i e w  self-response as when conducting 

personal  v i s i t  i n te rv iews .  They were a l s o  i n s t r u c t e d  t o  c a l l  back f o r  miss ing 

in format ion .  

Upon complet ion o f  in terv iewing,  t h e  c o n t r o l  cards and quest ionnaires were 

sent t o  t h e  r e g i o n a l  o f f i c e  f o r  t h e  usua l  c l e r i c a l  and computer processing. 

Some i n d i v i d u a l s  invo lved i n  t h e  p lann ing o f  Phase I were concerned that 

in terv iewers  would experience an unexpectedly high percentage o f  i n t e r v i e w  

"break-of fs"  f o r  telephone in te rv iews .  6 break-o f f  occurs when t h e  respondent 

refuses t o  prov ide  any f u r t h e r  in format ion .  The p o i n t  a t  which t h i s  occurs i s  

t h e  "break-of f  p o i n t . "  hna lys ts  were concerned t h a t  i f  t h e  percentage of 

b reak-o f fs  was h igher  f o r  telephone in te rv iews  than f o r  personal v i s i t  

in terv iews,  then n o t  on l y  would t h e  wave d a t a  be adversely a f fec ted,  b u t  any 

f u t u r e  in terv iews w i t h  those households would be hindered, thereby a f f e c t i n g  

t h e  l o n g i t u d i n a l  d a t a  as w e l l .  

We devised a system t o  moni to r  t h e  l e v e l  o f  break-of fs  by mode. I f  t h e  

l e v e l  was s u b s t a n t i a l l y  h ighe r  f o r  telephone than f o r  personal  v i s i t  

in te rv iewing,  we planned t o  cancel t h e  balance of t h e  telephone t e s t .  I n  such *' 

an event, t h e  telephone-designated cases remaining t o  be interv iewed would be 

conducted by personal  v i s i t .  E s s e n t i a l l y ,  t h e  system was f o r  break-of fs  t o  be 

t a l l i e d  by t h e  c l e r i c a l  s t a f f s  i n  t h e  12 r e g i o n a l  o f f i c e s  d u r i n g  t h e i r  review 

of t h e  quest ionnaires.  They sent  t a l l y  r e s u l t s  t o  Washington on a monthly 

bas is  and from those, we ca lcu la ted  n a t i o n a l  b reak-o f f  ra tes .  The Phase I 
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telephondesignated cases did not have an excessive percentage of break-offs, 

and we did not need to cancel the test. 

RESULTS 

A. Analytic Procedures 

The analysis for Phase I of the telephone test which is provided in the 

following sections is based on unweighted data. Analysis of weighted data 

will be done as the data become available. 

Differences between the designated interview modes were tested with 

chi-square tests for distributions and t-tests for proportions and means. All 

tests were conducted at the 10 percent level of significance using design 

effects of 2.0 (households) and 3.0 (persons) for responbe type statistics and 

1.7 (households) and 5.0 (persons) for all other statistics. Comparisons 

between the personal visit and telephone interviewing modes are based on 

designated mode rather than the mode by which the interview was executed. 

Even if SIPP went to maximum telephone interviewing, there would still be some 

personal visit interviewing. Therefore, analysis by designated mode provides 

a truer picture of what the results would be if telephone interviewing was 

implemented. 

Thughout the analysis sections and the tables, all references to Waves 2 

and 3 refer only to the telephone test rotations of the waves. 

for the discussion on item nonresponse, refusal rates were calculated only 

for those items for which the questionnaire included "refusal" as a possible 

response. 

Data presented in the tables were obtained during different phases of the 

processing and editing procedures. Therefore, there may be some discrepancies 

between tables. 
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8 .  Break-of f  Rates 

As described i n  the  procedures section, c le rks  i n  the reg iona l  o f f i c e s  

reviewed SIPP questionnaires f o r  completeness. The c le rks  tabulated whether 

the in terv iew was completed, broken o f f  w i t h i n  the core section, o r  broken o f f  

' w i t h i n  the t o p i c a l  module sect ion.  Table 3 presents the percentage of 

break-offs a t  the na t i ona l  l e v e l  f o r  Phase I o f  the telephone t e s t  by l oca t i on  

of break-of f  point ,  month, and designated in te rv iew mode. Recal l  t h a t  the 

t o p i c a l  modules f o r  Wave 2 (August-September) and Wave 3 (October-November) 

were d i f f e r e n t .  However, as can be seen i n  the  table, break-of f  ra tes  are  

q u i t e  low and somewhat s i m i l a r  between designated in terv iew modes f o r  each 

month o f  the t e s t .  The data  were co l lec ted  a t  the reg iona l  o f f i c e  l e v e l  and 

examination o f  the data a t  t h i s  l e v e l  y i e l d s  s i m i l a r  r esu l t s .  fls a r e s u l t  of 

these low observed b reak-o f f  rates,  i t  was decided t o  complete the telephone 

t e s t .  

C. Sununary S t a t i s t i c s  

Various summary s t a t i s t i c s  were ca lcu la ted t o  determine whether the sample 

cases assigned t o  the two i n te rv iew modes were "balanced" by household s ize 

and t o  determine whether c e r t a i n  summary charac te r i s t i cs  show dif ferences 

between the in terv iew modes (percent o f  cases interviewed by telephone, 

percent o f  s e l f  response, and mean in te rv iew length). 

A des i rab le  cha rac te r i s t i c  f o r  a telephone t e s t  i s  t o  have a substant ia l  

number o f  telephone designated cases ac tua l l y  interviewed by telephone. 

Table 4 provides, by designated mode, t he  percentage o f  interviewed persons 

aged 15+ years who had telephone in terv iews and shows t h a t  an estimated 53.9 

percent o f  telephone designated cases were ac tua l l y  interviewed by telephone. 

However, i t  i s  suspected that the  t r u e  percentage o f  persons interviewed by 

telephone f o r  the telephone designated cases may be higher.  I n  keeping w i t h  

t h e i r  usual procedures, interv iewers were ins t ruc ted  t o  mark an i tem on the 

cover of the SIPP questionnaire i f  the in te rv iew was conducted by telephone. 
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The interv iewers may no t  have marked the quest ionnaire item, assuming i t was 

not  necessary f o r  persons i n  the telephone designated households. The 

53.9 percent est imate i s  based on a t a l l y  o f  t h i s  unedited i tem. There was an 

observed increase from Wave 2 t o  Wave 3 i n  the percentage o f  i nd iv idua ls  

inpersonal v i s i t  designated households who were ac tua l l y  interviewed by 

telephone (from 6 .2  t o  10.0 percent). In terv iewers  cu r ren t l y  work w i t h i n  very 

s t r i c t  guidel ines on when an in te rv iew can be conducted by telephone. 

Therefore, the Wave 2 t o  Wave 3 increase may have been a r e s u l t  o f  

interv iewers '  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  telephone in terv iewing was becoming more 

acceptable. However, i t  may be t h a t  interv iewers i n i t i a l l y  d i s l i k e d  telephone 

in terv iewing but became more comfortable w i t h  the mode as they used it f o r  the 

telephone t e s t .  

The d i s t r i b u t i o n s  o f  interv iewed households by the number o f  persons aged 

15+ years w i t h i n  the  household f o r  the two in terv iew modes g iven i n  Table 5, 

are s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t .  I n  addi t ion,  the  average household sizes f o r  

interviewed households f o r  the two i n te rv iew modes a re  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t .  

This suggests t h a t  a balance by household s i ze  between the designated 

in terv iew modes was no t  achieved. However, since the d i s t r i b u t i o n s  and 

average household s izes a re  f o r  interv iewed households, i t  i s  no t  known 

whether the lack o f  balance f o r  interv iewed household s i ze  r e s u l t s  from lack 

of balance i n  the  i n i t i a l  assignment t o  in te rv iew mode o r  f r o m  d i f f e r e n t i a l  

nonresponse ra tes  between the in te rv iew modes by household s ize.  

As w i t h  any m j o r  survey designed f o r  s e l f  response, a concern f o r  SIPP i s  

the amount o f  in format ion obtained from proxy respondents. Included i n  Table 

5 i s  the percentage o f  interv iews obtained by s e l f  and proxy respondents by 

designated in te rv iew mode. The percentage o f  self-response in terv iews f o r  

personal v i s i t  designated cases i s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  from the percentage 

f o r  telephone designated cases (64.68 f o r  personal v i s i t  versus 62.21  percent 
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f o r  telephone cases). Self-response i s  desi red;  however, SIPP in terv iewers  

fo l l ow  s t r i c t  r u l e s  when determining who can be a proxy respondent, and t h i s  

m y  lessen t h e  impact upon t h e  d a t a  o f  us ing  prony respondents. 

The mean i n t e r v i e w  l e n g t h  p e r  person, a l s o  shown i n  Table 5, i s  21.77 minutes 

f o r  personal v i s i t  designated cases and i s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  f rom t h e  

20.71 minutes f o r  telephone designated cases. Although t h e  i n te rv iewers  do 

n o t  beg in  t i m i n g  an i n t e r v i e w  un t i l  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  a c t u a l l y  s t a r t s ,  t h e r e  was 

some expecta t ion  t h a t  t h e  t ime  requ i red  t o  complete telephone in te rv iews  would 

be sho r te r  s ince t h e  i n t e r v i e w e r  may be less  l i k e l y  t o  engage i n  un re la ted  

conversat ion w i t h  t h e  respondent d u r i n g  the  i n t e r v i e w  on t h e  telephone than i n  

person. However, t h e r e  a r e  two p o i n t s  which may r e s u l t  i n  increased m a n  t ime  

f o r  telephone designated cases. F i r s t ,  a repor ted  46 percent  of 

telephone-designated cases were a c t u a l l y  in terv iewed by personal  v i s i t .  

Second, the  telephone t ime could be longer than expected because t h e  

in terv iewers  had t o  speak more s lowly  than usua l  t o  be understood over  t h e  

phone, o r  had t o  repeat  quest ions more often, o r  needed t o  read f l ashcard  

categor ies which t h e  i n t e r v i e w e r  would normal ly  show t o  t h e  respondent i n  a 

personal v i s i t  i n t e r v i e w .  

D.  Costs 

A major  a t t r a c t i o n  o f  telephone i n t e r v i e w i n g  i s  expected cos t  savings. 

Analys is  o f  t h e  c o l l e c t e d  c o s t  d a t a  produced inconc lus ive  r e s u l t s .  Table 6 

provides t h e  percentage of  hours and cos ts  as t h e  i n te rv iewers  a l l o c a t e d  them 

t o  t h e  personal v i s i t  and telephone designated i n t e r v i e w  modes by month. Note 

t h a t  these values a r e  based on a l l  panels i n  t h e  f i e l d  (whether they a r e  i n  

the  t e s t  o r  no t )  f o r  t h e  g i v e n  month. As mentioned e a r l i e r ,  a secondary 

o b j e c t i v e  o f  Phase I was t o  est imate any c o s t  savings f r o m  telephone 

in te rv iew ing .  However, t o  prevent  increased in te rv iewer  burden, we were 

sub jec t  t o  t h e  c o n s t r a i n t  t h a t  no' spec ia l  cos t  r e p o r t i n g  forms could be used. 

Therefore, we i n s t r u c t e d  in te rv iewers  t o  charge a l l  i n t e r v i e w i n g  cos ts  
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associated with personal visit and telephone designated cases to separate 

accounting codes. fi summary of costs and hours charged to each accountingcode 

could then be created. However, this summary would include all panels in the 

field. 

Calculations based on the hours' data produced an unreasonable estimate of 

the percentage of time devoted to travel. These results may be due to a 

problem with the assignment of interviewing cosfs to the household'b 

designated interview mode. Therefore, we also compared combined mode cost 

data with the previous year's costs. We were again forced to use data which 

were for all panels in the field during the months of interest. The data show 

higher cost, time, and mileage estimates for the telephone test time period. 

However, there are a number of factors which may have affected these data. 

First, the lower average assignment size for calendar year 1986 may result in 

more miles per unit for 1986. Secondly, since the 1984 Panel cases had 

completed more interviews than the 1985 Panel cases at this point, respondents 

for the 1984 Panel cases may have been slightly more familiar with the core 

questions resulting in a lower interview time for 1985. Thirdly, the 1985 

Panel Wave 2 questionnaire did not contain any topical modules, and this may 

have resulted in a reduced interview time for 1985. The 1984 Panel expired in 

July 1986. Since this was the fi~st time a panel has expired, its effects on 

the 1986 cost estimates are unknown. Finally, cases designated for telephone 

interviewing comprised only about one-fourth of all cases in the field for 

1986. 

As a result of the apparent allocation problem with the data included 

in Table 6 and the extraneous factors which affect analysis of the 

year-to-year data, we cannot make a final conclusion on what, if any, effect 

telephone interviewing has on field cost, time, and mileage estimates. 



Page 14 

E. Household Nonresponse 

One may con jec ture  t h a t  telephone i n t e r v i e w i n g  increases household 

nonresponse because i t  i s  easy f o r  t he  respondent t o  simply end t h e  

interv iewby hanging up t h e  telephone. A subs tan t ia l  increase i n  household 

nonresponse cou ld  have ser ious consequences f o r  t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  survey 

r e s u l t s .  Two types o f  household nonresponse could p o t e n t i a l l y  be affected by 

i n t e r v i e w  mode: Type A and Type 0 .  Type f3 nonresponse households inc lude 

re fusa l ,  no one a t  home, temporar i l y  absent, unable t o  locate,  o r  o t h e r  

households. Type 0 nonresponse occurs when some o r  a l l  members o f  a household 

move t o  an unknown address o r  w i t h i n  t h e  country beyond p rese t  l i m i t s  and 

cannot be contacted by telephone. 

Household nonresponse r a t e s  a r e  shown i n  Table 7 by reason f o r  

noninterv iew and designated in te rv iew  mode. Type f l  and D response r a t e s  are 

provided i n  Table 8 f o r  each month o f  Phase I o f  t h e  telephone t e s t  by 

designated i n t e r v i e w  Inode. There a r e  no s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e rences  

between t h e  r a t e s  g i v e n  i n  Table 8 f o r  personal  v i s i t  and telephone designated 

cases. Although n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  t h e  nonresponse r a t e s  f o r  telephone 

designated cases a r e  lower f o r  t h ree  o f  t h e  f o u r  months f o r  Type A nonresponse 

and lower f o r  one o f  t h e  f o u r  months f o r  Type D nonresponse. The telephone 

i n t e r v i e w i n g  mode does n o t  have a s t a t i s t i c a l l y  measurable impact o n  t h e  

household nonreponse r a t e s .  Whether t h i s  w i l l  cont inue t o  h o l d  f o r  

consecutive telephone in te rv iews  i s  not known a t  t h i s  t ime. 

F. Person Nonresponse 

Even i f  a household i s  an in terv iewed household, persons w i t h i n  t h e  

household may s t i l l  be nonrespondents as a r e s u l t  o f  t h e  person's r e f u s a l  o r  

u n a v a i l a b i l i t y .  Person nonresponse cou ld  adversely a f f e c t  survey da ta  q u a l i t y  

by increas ing imputa t ion  ra tes .  Since i t  i s  seemingly e a s i e r  f o r  a respondent 

t o  terminate o r  re fuse  an i n t e r v i e w  over t h e  telephone, t h e r e  was concern t h a t  

t he re  would be an increase i n  person nonresponse. Although t h e  percentage of 
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person nonresponse i n  telephone designated households i s  h ighe r  than  t h a t  i n  

personal v i s i t  designated households as shown i n  Table 5 (2.7 versus 

2.9percent). t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t .  Therefore, t h e r e  seems t o  be 

l i t t l e  e f f e c t  on person nonresponse from telephone in te rv iew ing .  

G. I t e m  Nonresponse 

The f a i l u r e  o f  an otherwise cooperat ive respondent t o  respond t o  a  

p a r t i c u l a r  i t em i s  a concern f o r  a l l  surveys, b u t  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  concern f o r  an. 

income survey l i k e  SIPP, because many o f  t h e  quest ions we ask a r e  perceived t o  

be of a  s e n s i t i v e  nature .  Of the  i t em nonresponse r a t e s  presented i n  Tables 9 

and 10, t h e  r a t e s  f o r  telephone designated in te rv iews  a r e  n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h e  personal  v i s i t  r a t e  f o r  any o f  t h e  i tems. h l though t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  a r e  n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  i t e m  nonresponse r a t e s  f o r  

telephone designated cases were h igher  than those f o r  personal  v i s i t  cases f o r  

a  t o t a l  of 29 o f  t h e  32 i tems. I t e m  nonresponse may occur as a  r e s u l t  o f  

respondent re fusa l ,  t h e  respondent n o t  knowing the answer ( o r  be ing u n w i l l i n g  

o r  unable t o  r e t r i e v e  records),  o r  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  i n t e r v i e w e r  t o  f o l l o w  

the  c o r r e c t  s k i p  p a t t e r n .  Of these causes, respondent r e f u s a l  may be most 

l i k e l y  t o  be a f f e c t e d  by telephoning. Comparison o f  r e f u s a l  r a t e s  presented 

i n  Table 10 showed no s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e rences  between personal  v i s i t  and 

telephone designated in te rv iews .  h l though n o t  i n d i v i d u a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  

re fusa l  r a t e s  f o r  telephone cases a r e  h ighe r  f o r  15 o f  t h e  21 i tems f o r  which 

re fusa l  r a t e s  were ca l cu la ted .  Overa l l ,  t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  de tec tab le  e f f e c t  

f r o m  telephone i n t e r v i e w i n g  on i t em nonresponse ra tes .  However, t h e  l a rge  

var iance on these est imates m y  be prevent ing  s i g n i f i c a n t  r e s u l t s  f r o m  being 

detected.  Therefore, we b e l i e v e  t h a t  these r e s u l t s  show t h a t  i t e m  nonresponse 

r a t e s  may be s l i g h t l y  a f f e c t e d  by telephone in te rv iew ing .  

H. Future  Rnalys is  

Much more a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  Phase I t e s t  d a t a  i s  requ i red  be fo re  any f i n a l  

statement can be made o n  t h e  e f f e c t  o f  telephone i n t e r v i e w i n g  on t h e  SIPP. 



Page 16 

Some of the data measures discussed in the previous sections will be 

analyzedfurther by determining whether there are any differences at the 

subnational level and by examining weighted data. 4 major part of the 

cross-sectional analysis which remains to be completed is comparison of 

weighted estimates by mode as a measure of data quality. In addition, future 

analysis will include comparison of a variety of longitudinal estimates by 

mode. All of the above analysis will be performed as the data are processed 

and become available. 

DECISIONS 

Household response rates did not seem to be seriously affected by the 

telephone interviews, and person nonresponse rates were comparable by mode. 

Item nonresponse rates were affected by telephone interviewing, but only 

slightly. 

Because a major characteristic of the SIPP is its longitudinal design, we 

need to maintain a good rapport with respondents through eight interviews,over 

about a two and one-half year period. We did-not know if households which had 

been interviewed by telephone at Waves 2 or 3 would be cooperative if they 

were contacted again by telephone (with, at the most, one intervening personal 

interview) for Wave 4. Und we did not know the impact of consecutive 

telephone interviews upon person and item nonresponse. To research these 

areas. we conducted Phase 11 of the SIPP National Telephone Interview Test, 

NATIONAL TELEPHONE INTERVIEW TEST 

PHASE I1 

PURPOSE 

Phase I1 was conducted in order to: (1) learn whether people are willing 

to furnish the requested data by telephone for two interviews in a row; (2) 

obtain further information on whether telephone interviewing would result in 
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cos t  savings t o  t h e  survey; and (3) a l l o w  observat ion of t h e  e f fec t  upon 

telephone in te rv iew ing  o f  having t h r e e  panels i n  the  f i e l d  a t  t h e  same t ime.  

The dec is ion  t o  t e s t  telephone in te rv iews  i n  a subsequent wave was reached 

a f t e r  much d iscuss ion by Census ana lys ts .  We had he re to fo re  operated on t h e  

premise t h a t  one of t h e  reasons people a r e  w i l l i n g  t o  g i v e  us t h e  in format ion  

we request i s  due t o  t h e  rappor t  t h a t  t h e  i n te rv iewer  and respondent have 

b u i l t  over  t h e  i n t e r v i e w i n g  cycles.  We were n o t  a t  a l l  sure t h a t  t h e  same 

type o r  l e v e l  of rappor t  would cont inue i f  some of t h e  i n te rv iews  (and i n  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  consecutive in terv iews)  were conducted by telephone. Further,  we 

were not, a t  t h a t  po in t ,  ab le  t o  show whether telephone i n t e r v i e w i n g  would 

save money. Although we presumed t h a t  t h e  telephone atode would save money by 

reducing t r a v e l  costs, we hadn ' t  y e t  compared t h e  t o t a l  survey cos ts  us ing  

telephone and personal  v i s i t  i n te rv iew ing .  

SfWlPLE AND RATERIALS 

For Phase 11, t h r e e  ( o f  f ou r )  months o f  1986 Panel Wave 4 households were 

ta rgeted f o r  telephone in te rv iew ing  d u r i n g  t h e  per iod  F e b r u a r y d p r i l  1987. 

The sample was aga in  designated by segment number, w i t h  even-numbered segments 

assigned f o r  telephone and odd-numbered segments f o r  personal  v i s i t  

i n te rv iew ing .  Two o f  t h e  t h r e e  months' telephone i n t e r v i e w i n g  were w i t h  

households which had a l s o  been in terv iewed by telephone d u r i n g  Wave 3. The 

t h i r d  month's telephone i n t e r v i e w i n g  was w i t h  households which had been 

interv iewed by telephone a t  Wave 2, but by personal  v i s i t  a t  Wave 3.  

* - 
The Wave 4 quest ionna i re  cons is ted  o f  core  quest ions p l u s  t o p i c a l  module 

quest ions on assets and l i a b i l i t i e s ,  re t i remen t  expectat ions and pension plan 

coverage, and r e a l  e s t a t e  proper ty  and veh ic les  in format ion .  We aga in  

prepared spec ia l  D i r e c t o r ' s  l e t t e r s  which n o t i f i e d  respondents t h a t  t he  Wave 4 

i n t e r v i e w  may be by telephone, and inc luded mini- f lashcards and a reference 

calendar f o r  t h e i r  use d u r i n g  the  i n t e r v i e w .  
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PROCEDURES 

For Phase 11, interviewers had more flexibility in deciding the 

interviewmode for telephone-designated cases. We made this change in response 

to the Phase I debriefing comments received from the interviewers that they 

ought to have the choice of mode, since they were aware of the special 

situations of 

each of their households. Whereas the personal-visit designated cases were 

specifically instructed to be completed in person (unless a prior arrangement 

was made with the household or supervisor to conduct the interview by phone), 

the telephone4esignated cases could be conducted by telephone or personal 

visit, at the discretion of the interviewer. No prior supervisory approval 

was required in order to switch modes for telephone4esignated cases. 

However, written justification had to be provided afterwards to the supervisor. 

No specific telephone training was required for interviewers who had also 

worked on the Phase I test. For these people, procedural changes for the 

Phase I1 test were communicated to them by memorandum. Interviewers who had 

no prior SIPP telephone interview experience were required to complete a 

telephone self-study prior to beginning their assignments. Additionally, all 

interviewers, regardless of their telephone experience, were required to 

complete the regular Wave 4 self-study which trained them on the topical 

module questions. 

No "disaster criteria", such as those established for the Phase I test, 

were put in place for Phase 11. That is, we made no plans to cancel the 

telephone test based on break-offs. However, we did collect break-off 

information in order to keep abreast of the progress of the test. 

RESULTS 

Results are not yet available for Phase I1 of the telephone test. Planned 

analysis is similar to that for Phase I, with the addition of determining 
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whether there is any effect froti consecutive telephone interviews which is 

different from any effects which may be found in the Phase I analysis. 

For some surveys, telephone interviewing has been an effective mode for 

" data collection while reducing survey costs. Whether this will hold for the 

SIPP is yet to be determined. hlthough initial results indicate only minimal 

effects from telephone interviewing, the remaining analysis must be completed 

before we can firmly state the possible effects on SIPP which would occur if 

telephone interviewing were implemented. Any final decision on whether and 

how telephone interviewing would be implemented in SIPP will depend not only 

on the SIPP National Telephone Interview Test results but also on experiences 

from the use of maximum telephone interviewing for other Census Bureau surveys. 



Table 1: SELECTED ITEM RESPOUSES BY BEGIOUAL OFFICE 
SIPP 1985 TELEPHONE PRETEST 

1 limber of questionnaires edited 

2 Check Item R7tYes (indicating that there 
were entries in the Income Roster) 

3 Wmber of questionnaires with 
entries in the Income Roster 

4 Check Item R32-Yes (indicating that there 
were entries in the Asset Roster) 

5 Number of questionnaires with 
entries in the Asset Roster 

6 Social security received 
7 Social security amount provided 

8 Food stamps received 
9 Food stamps amount provided 

10 Company pension received 
11 Company pension amount provided 

12 Savings accounts owned 
13 Amount in savings accounts provided 

14 Punds, Bonds owned 
15 Value of funds, bonds provided 

16 Stocks owned 
17 Amount in stocks provided 

18 Rental property owned 
19 Value of rental property provided 

TOTAL 
pmber Percent 



Table 2: Summary of Debriefing Forms Completed by Interviewers 
SIPP National Telephone Interview Test - Phase I 

Number Percent 

1. Total number of cases (households) upon which the Summary 
is based: personal-visit designation - 1402 47.8 

telephone designation - 1533 52 .2  

2 .  Total number of telephondesignated cases which were 
completed by "mixed mode"; that is, within a household 
one or more questionnaires was administered by telephone 
and one or more by personal visit - 54 3.5 

3a. Total number of telephone-designated cases which were 
entirely completed by personal visit 316 20.6 

b. Hain reasons cited for completing these cases in person: 
1. Household respondent requested personal interview 49 
2, Telephone number not available/unable to contact 

by phone 45/25 
3. Instructed by supervisor to interview in person 22 
4. Difficult interview in previous wave 19 
5. Hearing-impaired respondents 15 
6. Language barrier 9 

4a. Total number of personal visit-designated cases which were 
entirely completed by telephone 200 14.3 

b. tlain reasons cited for completing these cases by telephone: 
1 Household respondent requested telephone interview 8 1 
2. Respondent unavailable for personal visit 2 5 
3. Instructed by supervisor to interview by phone 8 

5a. Total number of telephone-designated households which did 
not refer to the reference cards during the interview (these - 
cards were mailed about a week prior to the interview date 
along with an introductory letter) - 205 13.4 

b. tlain reasons cited for not referring to cards: 
1. flisplaced between receipt and interview date 103 
2 .' - Too much bother 4 1 
3. Respondent "did not need them8' 27 

6 .  Total number of telephone-designated households which 
specifically asked for a personal visit in future waves 113 7.4 

7 .  Total number of telephone-designated households which 
specifically asked for a telephone interview in future waves 137 8.9 

8a. Number of interviewers who indicated that telephone 
interviewing could be successfully implemented in the SIPP 224% 74.7 

b. Hain reasons cited: 
1. Respondents prefer phone 70 
2. Efficient to the respondent and to the Bureau in terms 

. 

of time/money 57 
3. Flexibility 15 

*Some interviewers marked Yes and No, citing reasons for each. 
2 1 



Table 2: Summary of Debriefing Forms Completed by Interviewers 
SIPP National Telephone Interview Test - Phase I 

(Continued) 

9a. Number of interviewers who indicated that telephone 
interviewing could !WJ be successfully implemented in SIPP 88* 29.3 

b.Hain reasons cited: 
1. Nature of questions/length of interview 2 6 
2. Rapport/trust impossible to build and maintain over phone 20 
3. Too easy for respondents to hang up 13 
4. tlore likely to provide estimates by phone/less 

willing to get records 9 

10a.Number of interviewers who thought that household size 
should be a factor in deciding whether to interview by 
phone 249 83 . O  

b.f&ximum number of persons in the household which the 
interviewers thought could be successfully interviewed by 
phone at one sitting: 
1. One person 2 4 
2. Two people 150 
3. Three people 6 1 
4. Four or more people 25 

1la.Number of interviewers who indicated that integrating 
telephone interviewing into the SIPP would result in higher 
person response rates over time 133* 44.3 

b.Hain reasons cited: 
1. Respondent is less imposed upon 
2. Saves time for respondent 
3. Respondents don't like visitors 
4. Respondent is accessible at odd hours 

12a.Number of interviewers who indicated that integrating 
telephone interviewing into the SIPP would NOT result in 
higher person response rates over time 160 53.3 

b.Main reasons cited: 
1. Easy for the respondent to hang up 
2. The mode of interview has no effect 
3. Phone too impersonal 
4. Respondents prefer personal visit 

13. Other interviewer comments/suggestions: 
a. Give interviewers choice as to mode 8 2 
b. Give respondents choice as to mode/include question 

at the Wave 1 interview to determine 25/11 
c .  Do not use telephone for first few interviews; 

build rapport by personal visit 18 
d. Whether to phone should depend upon the 

topical modules 11 
e. Personal visit interviewing probably yields more 

accurate data 6 
f. For a given household, phone interviewer should be 

the same as personal-visit interviewer 4 

come interviewers marked Yes a& No, citing reasons for each. 
2 2 
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Table 3: Percentage of Breakoffs by Location of Break-off 

I Point, Month, and Designated Interview Mode 
. SIPP National Telephone Interview Test - Phare I 

I Location of Break-off Point 

I 
Month/ 
Designated Number of Topical 
Interview Mode Ouertionnairee Total Core Module 

I Tot81 
Perronal Virit 11492 
Telephone 10147 

I Wave 2 
August 
~erronal Visit 2816 
Telephone 2559 

September 

I Perronal Virit 2498 
Telephone 2640 

I 
Wave 3 
October 
Permonal Virit 3089 
Telephone 2530 

November 
Perronal Virit 3089 
Telephone 2418 



Table 4: Percentage of Interviewed Perronm Aged IS* 
Interviewed by Telephone by Wave and 
Derignrted Interview Mode 
SIPP National Telephone Interview Test - Phrre I 

Totrl Telephone 
Wrvc / Derignmted Mode Interview8 Interviewr Percent 

Totrl (Augurt - November) 
Perronrl Virit 12475 998 8. 0 
Telephone 11433 6161 53.9 

Wave 2 (Augurt - September) 
Perronml Virit 6497 402 6. 2 
Telephone 6175 3297 53.4 

Wave 3 (October - November) 
Perronrl Virit 5978 596 10.0 
Telephone 5258 2864 54.5 



Table 5: Summary Statirtics for Interviewed Houreholdr by 
Derignated Interview Wode 
SIPP National Telephone Interview Temt - Phare I 

I Characterirtic 

Hourehold size (IS+) 
Total 
1 
2 
3 
4 - 
S 
6+ 

I Averam hourehold mire **  
~er8onr aged 0+ 

I Perronr aged 15+ 

Perronr aged 15+ 

I Total 
Interviewed 
Nonintervieved 
Refusal 
Other 

Interviewed 

I Self responre 
Proxy rerponre 

Perronal Virit Telephone 

Value Percent Value Percent 

I 
Xean interview length 
per perron 21.77 NA 20.71 N A 

I NA - Not Applicable 
Note that the rource of the data from which there 

I dirtrlbutionr vere obtained ir different from the 
8OUtce for all of the other rumnary rtrtirticm. 

I 
* There average. were calaulated on barer of 6092 (perronal 

vimit) and 5729 (telephone). 



Table 6: Interviewer Hourr and Costs Charged to 
the Designated Interview nodes ae a 
Percentrge of Total by Month 
SIPP National Telephone Interview Tert - Phrre I 

Hours Costs ( + I  
Perronal Parronrl 

nonth Virit Telephone Virit Telephone 

Augurt 94.1 5.9 95.7 4.3 

September 93.0 7.0 94.2 5.8 

October 93.9 6.1 94.8 5.2 

November 94.8 5.2 95.6 4.4 



Table 7: Hourehold Nonrerponre by Reason and Designated 
Interview node 
SIPP National Telephone Interview Tert - Phase I 

Rearon for 
Nonrerponre 

Personal 
Virit Percent Telephone Percent 

Type A noninterview 
No one home 22 4.37 15 3.55 
Temporarily abrant 26 5.17 17 4.02 
Ref ured 252 50.10 220 52.81 
Other 24 4.77 10 2.36 

Type D noninterview 134 26.64 126 29.79 

Ineligible unitr 45 8.95 35 8.27 

No type A houreholdr were categorized a8 munabla to looate.' 



Table 8: Percentage of Household Nonresponre by 
Month rnd Designated Interview Mode 
SIPP National Telephone Interview 
Test - Phase I 

Perronal Virit Telephone 

Base Percent Baoe Percent 

Wave 2 
August 
September 
Wave 3 
October 
November 

Wave 2 
Augurt 
September 
Wave 3 
October 
November 



I Table 9: Percentage of Item Nonresponse for Labor Force 
Items for Wavee 2 and 3 Combined by Designated 

I Interview node 
SIPP National Telephone Interview Test - Phare I 

Item 

Looking for work or 
on layoff 

Weeks looking for 
work or on layoff 

With a job or 
business each reek 

Absent from job for 
full weeks 

Weekr absent from 
job for full reekr 

Weekr with a job or 
burinerr 

Abrent from job for 
full week8 

Weeks abrent from 
job for full weeks 

Looking for work or 
on layoff 

Weekr looking for 
work or on layoff 

Hourr worked per 
week 

Telephone Personal Virit 

Bare Nonresponse Base Nonreeponre 



Table 10: Percentage of Item Nonrerponse and Refural for Income Items 
for Waver 2 and 3 Combined by Designated Interview node 
SIPP National Telephone Interview Tert - Phare I 

Telephone Perronal Visit 
Item / Respondent 

Type Base Nonrerponre Refural Bare Nonrerponre Refural 

Hourly rage rate 
Total 
Self 
Proxy ' 

nonthly wage and 
ralary income 
Total 
Self 
Proxy 

Self employment 
income 
Total 
Self 
Proxy 

Interert earning 
arretr 
Interert- joint 

-individual 
Balance-joint 

-Individual 
Other interert 

earning asretr 
Interert-joint 

-Individual 
Balance- joint 

-Individual 
Dividend income 

Received- joint 
-Individual 

Credited-joint 
-Individual 

Includer raving8 accountr, money market deporit accountr, 
oertificater of deporit, and NOW accountr. 




