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Interviewers and Data Quality in a Less
Developed Setting'

William G. Axinn’

Abstract: The problem of non-sampling
error in applications of survey methods to
developing countries has been raised often.
This paper examines interviewer character-
istics as one possible source of non-sampling
error. Intensive field supervision and ethno-
graphic cross-checks were used in Nepal to
generate data on the technical quality of
data from interviews. Interviewers were
assigned to interactions with respondents
randomly and the study incurred zero non-
response. Variations in the amount of tech-
nical errors, “‘don’t know” responses and
false information gathered during the inter-
view are analyzed as indicators of data qual-
ity. The paper examines three hypotheses.
First, that interviewers are more careful in
irregular interactions. Second, that respon-
dents provide better information when inter-
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viewed by someone with similar characteris-
tics. Third, that respondents provide better
information when interviewed by females.
Same-gender, cross-gender, same—ethnicity
and cross—ethnicity interviews are examined
controlling for a variety of interviewer
characteristics to test these hypotheses. The
evidence provides some support for the con-
clusion that interviewers are more careful in
irregular interactions, but no support for
the idea that matching interviewers and res-
pondents by characteristics improves data
quality. When the sex of the interviewer has
an influence, female interviewers produce
higher quality data than male interviewers.
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1. Introduction

Applications of survey research in less
developed settings require that survey
methods be adjusted to suit the particu-
lar physical and cultural circumstances.
Researchers working in less developed set-
tings may make adjustments they believe
appropriate without considering the impli-
cations of those changes for the quality of
the resulting data. Often researchers adjust
the pool of interviewers. Usually interviewers
are selected to meet some standard of educa-
tion and reading and writing ability, and
researchers may also choose interviewers on
the basis of other characteristics, such as
gender. For example, under some conditions
female interviewers may not be recruited
because, “‘the arduous nature of field work .
. . virtually preclude(s) the employment of
females,” (Nepal Fertility Survey (1976,
p. 21)). By adjusting the pool of interviewers
in this fashion, researchers may introduce
non-sampling error into their results.

Interviewer characteristics such as age,
sex, race, education, social status, and inter-
viewing experience are considered an impor-
tant source of non-sampling error in survey
data (Sudman and Bradburn (1974)). For
example, a recent investigation of gender
effects on survey data collected in the United
States showed interview responses to be par-
tially dependent on the interviewer’s gender
(Groves and Fultz (1985)). Other current
studies have shown that the characteristics
of interviewers can bias survey data enough
to alter our understanding of the underlying
phenomena (Anderson, Silver, and Abram
son (1987, 1988)). Furthermore, when
addressing the special problem of adapting
the survey technique to less developed coun-
tries, extra attention must be paid to the role
of the interviewers in obtaining the data
(Back and Stycos (1959)).
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One of the largest applications of survey
research in less developed countries, the
World Fertility Survey (WFS) has been
strongly criticized because, among other
reasons, “‘surveys do not reach anything like
their full potential because of less than per-
fect interviewing,” (Caldwell, in Cleland
and Hobcraft (1985, p. 46)). Stone and
Campbell (1984) claim that the Nepal Fer-
tility Survey (part of the WFS) generated a
high degree of non-sampling error. They are
concerned with biases produced by prob-
lems with linguistic comprehensibility, rein-
terpretation by respondents, the structure of
the interaction and the specific context of
the interview. Stone and Campbell particu-
larly point to discrepancies between survey
data and their anthropological cross check
on inquiries to female respondents about
their knowledge of contraception and abor-
tion. In the cross check, female respondents
claimed to be embarrassed to discuss such
items, especially if the interviewers were
male or others were present at the time of
the interview. The effects of the presence of
others on respondents’ answers to sensitive
questions have been carefully examined using
data from the World Fertility Survey (Cas-
terline and Chidambaram (1984)). However,
little evidence is available concerning the
effects of the interviewer’s sex on data qual-
ity in surveys carried out in developing
countries.

The study reported here recruited inter-
viewers with varying characteristics includ-
ing gender, even though the setting was the
rugged, rural Hill and Mountain regions of
the Nepalese Himalayas. The variability in
interviewer characteristics, combined with
random assignment of interviewers to inter-
views, allows us to examine explicitly the
influence of characteristics of the inter-
viewers on the quality of data.
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2. Hypotheses

This analysis will examine variations in
technical errors made by interviewers with
particular characteristics who have all been
exposed to the same training and field super-
vision. As Kahn and Cannell (1957, pp. 193-
195) propose, the characteristics of inter-
viewers affect the perceptions, attitudes,
expectations, motivations and thus the
behavior of both the interviewers and res-
pondents, which in turn affects the resulting
data. Note that it is the behavior of inter-
viewers and respondents in reaction to cer-
tain characteristics, not the characteristics
themselves which purportedly causes varia-
tions in the technical quality of the data.
The effect of interviewer characteristics on
data quality depends partly on the norms of
the society in which the interviews take place.
Two norms related to Nepalese social inter-
action are likely to have an effect. First, as in
most societies, males and females do not
enjoy social equality. The Hindu Kingdom of
Nepal is strongly influenced by the male
dominated Hindu religion, and unrelated
men and women do not generally interact
socially (Bennett (1983)). The strength of this
norm, however, varies among ethnic groups,
and the respondent population examined
here (Tamang) is not Hindu but instead
Buddhist (Firer-Haimendorf (1956)). The
Buddhist Tamang have greater sexual
equality than most ethnic groups in Nepal
(Acharya and Bennett (1981)), but this does
not mean they are completely egalitarian.
Though weaker among the non-Hindu Tam-
ang, social norms still impose constraints on
cross-gender social interaction and are likely
to affect interactions with interviewers.
Second, Nepal has several distinct ethnic
groups with their own languages and social
customs. While members of these groups do
interact, close interactions such as inter-
marriage are quite rare. Thus ethnic differ-
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ences between respondent and interviewer
may also influence the behavior of each,
affecting data quality.

This paper explores the hypothesis that
interviewers will be more careful during
irregular social interactions, committing
fewer errors. Greater care, in this instance,
means slower paced interviewing, more exact
reading of the questionnaire, greater atten-
tion to the respondent’s answer and fewer
errors in following instructions (both those
in the questionnaire and those given by
supervisors). The paper examines both
cross-gender and cross-ethnicity interviews
as examples of irregular social interactions.
Ethnicity, in this paper, is defined as the
respondent’s ethnic self-identification for
respondents and the interviewer’s ethnic
self-identification for interviewers. While
cross-gender and cross-ethnicity interactions
may be regular in some situations, the struc-
tured survey interview, which calls for the
interviewer to play a dominating role, it is
an abnormal situation. In this abnormal
situation cross-gender and cross-ethnicity
interactions may be irregular. In general, the
more unusual the social interaction, the
more likely the interviewer is to be careful,
and the more careful the interviewer is, the
higher the quality of the data. However,
findings from studies in other settings sug-
gest that the respondent may provide more
complete responses and accurate informa-
tion when being interviewed by someone
with  similar characteristics (Bradburn
(1983, pp. 312-315)). Thus, in some survey
work considerable effort is taken to match
the characteristics of interviewers to respon-
dents in order to generate high quality data.
If this matched-characteristics hypothesis is
correct, we would expect to find that our
cross-gender and cross-ethnicity interviews
produce low quality data.

In addition to examining the effects of
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interviewer/interviewee characteristics on
data quality, this paper also looks at the sex
of the interviewer per se. Females, clearly
the subordinates in Nepalese society, are
less threatening, dominating, and influential
in social situations than males. Respondents
may be more inclined to provide complete
responses and accurate information to less
forceful interviewers, so female interviewers
may be more likely to obtain higher quality
information than their male counterparts.
In order to assess the effect of interviewer
characteristics, we shall explore three
dimensions of the technical quality of data:
first, we explore the number of technical
errors interviewers committed, such as skip-
ping questions, checkpoints, etc.; then
variations in the number of “don’t know”
responses the respondent gave during the
interview; finally, whether or not inter-
viewers gathered information found to be
false by an anthropologist’s cross check.
Variations in technical errors are an out-
come relating to the interviewer, not the
respondent. The amount of care the inter-
viewer takes should be related to the number
of technical errors. Therefore, we expect to
find fewer technical errors generated by
cross-gender and cross-ethnicity interviews,
but no relation between the interviewer’s
gender and the number of technical errors.
Variations in the number of ‘“don’t
knows” and the amount of misinformation
gathered are a function of both the respon-
dent’s willingness to provide and the inter-
viewer’s ability to elicit complete and
accurate information. To the extent that the
matched-characteristics hypothesis is cor-
rect, we expect to find more “don’t knows”
and misinformation among the cross-gender
and cross-ethnicity interviews. Further-
more, to the extent that the hypothesis that
females are less dominating is correct, we
expect to find fewer “‘don’t knows” and less
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misinformation among interviews conducted
by females.

3. The Setting

The Tamang Family Research Project is a
comparative study of two clusters of villages
in Nepal. The data for this analysis are from
a cluster of villages in the Central-Hill
region. It was chosen to represent a rural
Tamang community with some exposure to
primary education and the wage labor econ-
omy. A variety of information related to
social change and family processes was col-
lected during a three-month period of resi-
dence in this cluster of villages.

Male and female interviewers worked in
both settings. Both settings were rugged,
with an array of physical dangers ranging
from monsoon mud and leaches to snowy,
treacherous mountain trails. Neither site
had public sanitation, indoor plumbing, or
transportation facilities better than a rocky
mountain trail. While interviewers of both
genders suffered some minor injuries and
illnesses, their gender never imposed any
problems on the progress of project efforts.
Co-residence of male and female interviewers
also failed to result in any difficulties for
project staff, as sibling-like relationships
developed among the interviewers.

Steps were taken by the study staff to
establish a congenial relationship between
themselves and respondents in each setting,
including participation in local events, shar-
ing of tea, picture-taking and some assis-
tance with medical care. These efforts were
aimed at keeping participation in the study
and information quality high, and inter-
viewers felt they were successful.

4. The Interviewers

Interviewers used in this study were recruited
by spreading an open invitation to an
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organizational meeting. This invitation was
spread among local agencies which conduct
surveys on a regular basis, college campuses,
and branches of the government doing work
in rural areas near our study sites. Those
who attended this meeting were asked to
write responses to some written questions
and read some questions aloud. On the basis
of their reading, writing, and speaking abili-
ties, thirty individuals from this group were

Table 1.
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invited to participate in a one-week training
course. This course involved five days of
instruction in the survey process and in
interviewing technique (based on the Survey
Research Center’s Interviewer’s Manual
(1976)) for eight hours per day and two days
of supervised field interviewing in a rural
area. Various tests and evaluations made
throughout the week culminated in invita-
tions to sixteen trainees to join the inter-

Interviewers’ characteristics and mean scores on data quality measures

Interviewer Sex Ethnicity

Education Previous

Average Average Average

(years) experience technical “don’t misinformation
(months) errors  knows”
1 F Tamang 10 0 0.45 0.95 0.33
2 M Tamang 10 1 0.36 1.71 0.71
3 M Non-Tamang 13 30 0.79 0.30 0.70
4 M Tamang 14 0 0.58 1.20 1.00
5 M Tamang 10 0 0.57 2.00 0.50
6 F Non-Tamang 14 0 0.18 1.57 0.29
7 F Non-Tamang 17 10 0.25 0.93 0.50
8 M Tamang 10 0 0.30 0.05 0.30
9 M Non-Tamang 12 11 0.20 1.05 0.45
10 F Non-Tamang 14 0 0.24 0.66 0.00
11 F Non-Tamang 17 3 0.18 0.65 0.30
12 M Non-Tamang 15 24 0.38 0.28 0.70
13 M Non-Tamang 15 10 0.12 0.87 0.33
14 F Tamang 10 1 0.21 0.17 0.10
15 M Tamang 10 0 0.63 1.35 0.33
16 M Tamang 10 0 0.17 1.55 0.18

Key to variable lables

AV TEC ER = Average number of technical errors
AV DK = Average number of don’t know responses
MISINF = Misinformation collected during interview (1 = YES, 0 = NO)

INT NUM = Interview number

[ EXPER = Interviewer’s previous interviewing experience (months)

I AGE = Interviewer’s age in years
I EDUC = Interviewer’s eduction in years

I GEND = Interviewer’s gender (0 = MALE, 1 = FEMALE)

I ETHNIC = Interviewer Tamang or not (0 = YES, 1 = NO)

R GEND = Respondent’s gender (0 = MALE, 1 = FEMALE)

MULT R = Multiple respondents gave answers (0 = NO, 1 = YES)

SAME SEX = Interviewer and respondent had the same gender (0 = NO, 1 = YES)
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viewing staff. These 16 interviewers then
resided at the study site for another four
days of intensive training. Finally, even
as interviewers began to work in the field,
daily field supervision and one-hundred per-
cent interview checking were used to give
interviewers constant feedback on their
work.

The interviewers themselves represented
varying characteristics. Table 1 shows the
composition of the interviewers by sex,
ethnicity, educational attainment, and
previous experience. Ten of the interviewers
were male and six were female. Eight inter-
viewers were Tamang and eight were non-
Tamang. The mean educational attainment
was slightly higher among the females, 13.6
years, than among the males, 11.9 years.
The mean education among the Tamang,
10.5 years, was a good deal lower than the
mean education among non-Tamang, 14.6
years, with all but one of the Tamang inter-
viewers having only ten years of formal edu-
cation. One result of this is a correlation of
0.82 between ethnicity and education (see
Table 2). The implications of this high cor-
relation will be discussed with the results.
On the average, female interviewers had less
previous experience than male interviewers,
a mean of 2.3 months for females compared
to a mean of 7.6 months for males. Tamang
were also much less experienced than non-
Tamang, with 0.25 months and 11 months
average previous experience respectively.
The interviewers’ ages also ranged from 19
years to 39 years (not shown in tables).

Finally, an examination of mean values
on the dependent variables arranged by
interviewer is warranted. While some pat-
terns do appear, note that no one inter-
viewer is consistently either highest or lowest
on any of the dependent variable measures.
In fact no one interviewer is consistently
among the top or bottom two. Also note
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that the highest and lowest values on each
dependent variable never represent a large
change from the next closest value. Thus,
even though only 16 interviewers generated
the set of interviews analyzed here, no one
extremely bad, or extremely good, inter-
viewer can be responsible for the findings
reported below.

5. The Data

This village study interviewed all the resi-
dents over age twelve, not just a sample of
residents. While the study interviewed every
household in the village, for the purposes of
this investigation the 145 cases analyzed are
considered a simple random sample of the
population of possible interviews with Tam-
ang respondents living under the conditions
this village was chosen to represent. The
sample is considered random because res-
pondents and interviewers were paired via a
drawing of random numbers. Because of the
extensive resources required to collect the
data utilized for this analysis, it is restricted
to a subset of the full study. The data used
here come from the collection of census and
genealogical information in one community
of this cluster of villages. One hundred per-
cent of that community’s eligible residents
participated in this data collection. There
were no cases of missing data among the
materials considered here.

The community these data come from is
composed of 145 separate households. A
household was defined as all those individ-
uals who ate and slept regularly around a
single hearth. Interviewers were assigned to
households by drawing random numbers.
At each household the interviewer was
asked to complete a census and a series of
genealogy sheets for every member of the
household who either was married or had
parents who did not reside in the same
household. Each genealogy is four pages
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long. The information asked on the genealo-
gies include the names, birthdays, clans,
current residence, place of birth and brief
marital and fertility histories of the house-
hold member involved, his/her parents and
his/her siblings. One member of each house-
hold was asked to provide this information
as well as possible for every member of the
household. Clearly, the larger the family,
and the more complicated the family struc-
ture, the more difficult the task.

Once interviewers completed the genealo-
gies, they were given to a supervisor. The
supervisor checked the genealogies, tabulat-
ing on a separate form the number of tech-
nical errors, the number of “don’t know”
responses and the number of genealogy
sheets. Interviewers were sent back to the
households as necessary, but only data from
their first visit to each household are
analyzed here. Some time after the com-
pletion of the genealogies, an anthropologist
who resided in the community part-time
cross-checked the information. Any dis-
crepancies discovered in the cross-check
were also tabulated. Information about the
interviewers was gathered informally over
two months of co-residence with the inves-
tigator and with a short formal interview.

Each of the 145 households produced one
interview. Characteristics of the interviewer
are treated as characteristics of that inter-
view, so for each of the three dependent
variables, 145 separate cases are examined.
While the household is the unit of analysis
used here, there are actually only 16 inter-
viewers. The interviews might also be
thought of as clustered by interviewer. Sig-
nificance tests discussed in the text are based
on the assumption of a simple random sam-
ple. Estimates of the sampling error result-
ing from the clustered design were also cal-
culated. Those calculations demonstrate
that the design effects for the variables
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included in the ordinary least squares (OLS)
models were in the ranges 0.81 to 1.22, with
most falling below the value 1.00. In no case
did this slight design effect change the -
value used in significance tests enough to
make a relationship that had been signifi-
cant under the assumption of simple ran-
dom insignificant under the assumption of a
sample clustered by interviewer.

The respondents were all of the Tamang
ethnic group and either male or female,
depending solely on who was home at the
time of the interview and considered knowl-
edgeable among members of the household
on these matters. While interviewers were
randomly assigned to the respondent’s
household, they might be expected to select
respondents of the same gender. The data
indicate this was not the case, with a correla-
tion of only — 0.02 between interviewer gen-
der and respondent gender (see Table 2).
Each of the 16 interviewers completed
between seven and eleven interviews.

6. Methods

From each interview three measures of the
quality of information were created. The
first is the average number of technical
errors an interviewer produces per interview
sheet at a household (a continuous vari-
able). The second is the average number of
“don’t know” responses per interview sheet
(a continuous variable). The third is whether
or not the interviewer collected any misin-
formation (a dichotomous variable).

It is clear that the more questions are
asked, the more the interviewer is exposed
to the risk of collecting poor quality data.
To adjust for this problem, counts of tech-
nical errors and “‘don’t know” responses are
divided by the total number of question-
naire forms used at that household. The
result is an average number of technical
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Table 2. Correlation matrix of variables used to examine the influence of interviewer charac-

teristics on the technical quality of survey data

AV TEC ER AV DK MISINF

INT NUM I EXPER I AGE

AV TEC ER 1.00
AV DK 0.18 1.00
MISINF 0.18 0.05 1.00
INT NUM  —0.38** —0.21* —0.17 1.00
I EXPER 0.14 —0.23* 0.23 0.06 1.00
1 AGE —0.03 0.08 0.10 0.03 0.19 1.00
I EDUC —0.10 —-0.13 0.10 —0.06 0.41%* 0.13
I GEND —0.15 —0.10 —0.24* —0.07 —0.30%* —0.21*
I ETHNIC —-0.10 —0.16 0.03 —0.01 0.64** 0.41%*
R GEND 0.06 0.10 —0.05 —0.03 —0.04 0.06
MULT R —0.14 0.16 —0.02 0.13 —0.03 0.19
SAME SEX 0.14 —0.01 —0.01 —0.02 0.00 —0.03

I EDUC I GEND I ETHNIC R GEND MULT R GEND INT
I EDUC 1.00
I GEND 0.32** 1.00
I ETHNIC 0.82%* 0.19 1.00
R GEND 0.06 —0.02 0.02 1.00
MULT R 0.04 —0.02 0.15 0.13 1.00
SAME SEX 0.03 0.08 —0.01 —0.29** —0.12 1.00
N of cases: 145 *P < 0.01 Two-tail **P < 0.001 Two-tail

errors and “don’t know” responses per
form. However, the collection of any false
information during an interview is concep-
tualized here as being equally likely in all
interactions. Rather than counts of inci-
dents of collecting misinformation, this
variable is operationalized as dichotomous
(equal to 1 if any misinformation was
gathered), so no such transformation is
necessary.

To ensure valid comparisons, several con-
trol variables are used in models of the effect
of interviewer gender and ethnicity on the
quality of data. First, it is possible that the
more interviews interviewers have completed
the more likely they are to perform the task
successfully. So, the number of previous
interviews completed by interviewers while
working on this study is used as a control
variable. Likewise, interviewers’ previous
interviewing experience, education, and age

are all entered as control variables. More
experience with this study, more overall
experience, and more education are expected
to be associated with fewer technical errors,
“don’t know”” responses, and less misinfor-
mation. However, no direction is assumed
for the effect of age.

Multivariate statistical methods are used
to estimate models of the three data quality
criteria examined here. The first two criteria,
the average number of technical errors and
the average number of “don’t know” res-
ponses, are both measured by interval level
variables. These two variables are analyzed
using ordinary least squares regression pro-
cedures. The third criterion of data quality,
whether or not the interviewer gathered any
misinformation during the interview, is
measured by a dichotomous variable. This
variable is also analyzed using ordinary
least squares regression (a linear probability
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Table 3. Means, standard deviations and ranges for variables used to construct models of

interviewer effects

Variable Mean

Standard deviation

Minimum Maximum

Sex 0.35 0.48

(Female = 1)
Ethnicity
(Tamang = 0)
Interviewer
and respondent

had same sex
(Yes = 1)

Controls
Previous
experience
(months)
Interview
number
Education
(years)

Age (years)

0.50 0.50

0.48 0.50

5.94 9.42

5.14 2.78

12.46 2.57

24.86 4.91

Dependent
variables
Average
technical errors

Average “don’t
knows”

False
information
was collected
(Yes = 1)

0.35 0.47

0.93 1.10

0.41 0.49

0 1

0 1

10 17

19 39

0 2.80

0 6.50

model). However, because regression is
known to be an imperfect estimation tech-
nique for linear probability models (Kmenta
(1986)), both contingency tables and logistic
regression estimation procedures are also
used.

7. Results

Estimations of bivariate and multivariate
models of the average number of technical
errors, the average number of ““don’t know”’
responses, and the collection of false infor-
mation are used below to evaluate the

hypotheses outlined above. Table 3 displays
the means, standard deviations, minimum
and maximum values for each of the vari-
ables used in these estimations.

7.1. Technical errors

The average number of technical errors
committed by interviewers varied by both
interviewer gender and interviewer ethnic-
ity. In a bivariate examination, male inter-
viewers committed a mean of 0.40 such
errors per questionnaire while females com-
mitted only 0.25 (not shown in tables). This
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result may reflect the effects of cross-gender
and same-gender interactions since inter-
viewers who were the same sex as the res-
pondent committed 0.42 errors and those
who were the opposite sex committed only
0.29 errors (not shown in tables). Tamang
interviewers committed more errors per
questionnaire, 0.40 compared to only 0.30
among non-Tamang.

Next we test the hypotheses outlined
above by simultaneously including these

Table 4. Multivariate  ordinary  least
squares estimation of the influence of inter-
viewer characteristics on the average tech-
nical errors per form

Interviewer sex 0.162

(Female = 1)

Ethnicity
(Tamang = 0)

— 2.099%*

Interviewer and 1.673*
respondent had
same sex

(Yes = 1)

Controls
Previous
experience

r

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

: 0.02
(months) '

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

3.257**

Interview —0.07

number

Education 0.01 0.243

(years)
Age (years) 0.01

0.46

0.775
Constant 1.063

Adjusted
R-square

0.23

F
N

6.97%**

|
!
|
|
|
|
|
n
|
|
|
|
—5.501%* |
|
|
1
!
|
|
|
|
|
145 |

*P < 0.1 (Two-tail) **P < 0.05 (Two-tail)
*** P < 0.005 (One-tail)
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effects and series of control variables in
a multivariate model. Table 4 displays the
results of this estimation of the influence of
interviewers’ characteristics on the average
number of technical errors. When interview-
ing respondents of the same gender, inter-
viewers committed 0.12 more technical
errors per genealogy sheet than when inter-
viewing respondents of the opposite gender.
This result is consistent with the hypothesis
that when in unusual social situations inter-
viewers do their job more carefully. Inter-
viewers of a different ethnicity than that of
the respondent (that is, non-Tamang since
all respondents were Tamang) committed
0.40 fewer technical errors per sheet than
interviewers of the same ethnicity as the
respondent. This result is also consistent
with the greater care in irregular situations
hypothesis. Notice that the interviewer’s
gender had no significant influence on
the number of technical errors he or she
committed.

As discussed earlier, interviewers’ ethnic-
ities and educational attainments are closely
associated. When ethnicity is removed from
this multivariate model, the effect of educa-
tion on technical errors becomes negative
and statistically significant, implying that
more educated interviewers commit fewer
errors. Thus, an alternative explanation for
the ethnicity effect is that the more educated,
non-Tamang interviewers simply made
fewer mistakes. Unfortunately, highly edu-
cated Tamang were unavailable for this
experiment, making it impossible to choose
between these alternative explanations.
However, removing the ethnicity measure
has no effect on any of the other parameters
of the model.

The greater the interviewer’s previous
experience, the more likely she or he is
to make technical errors. This outcome is
explained by the fact that the highly struc-
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tured genealogy forms involved in this data
collection are quite different than most sur-
vey questionnaires used in Nepal. Since
interviewers with previous experience in
Nepal are likely to have used very different
questionnaires, their errors with this par-
ticular type of genealogy form are under-
standable. As expected, the more practice
the interviewers had with the genealogies,
the fewer errors they made. Finally, the
characteristics of the interviewers account
for 23% of the variance in the number of
technical errors they make.

7.2. Don’t know responses

The average number of “don’t know” res-
ponses the interviewers obtained also varied
by their gender and ethnicity. From a bivar-
iate examination it is clear that male inter-
viewers collected substantially more “don’t
know” responses, a mean of 1.02 per ques-
tionnaire compared to 0.78 among females
(not shown in tables). It does not seem likely
that differences between cross-gender and
same-gender interactions explains this rela-
tionship since interviews where respondent
and interviewer were of the same sex gen-
erated a mean of 0.93 “don’t knows”” while
those in which they were of the opposite sex
generated 0.94 (not shown in tables). A
bivariate analysis also reveals a relationship
between ethnicity and “don’t knows”, with
Tamang collecting a mean of 1.10 per ques-
tionnaire compared to 0.76 among non-
Tamang. Next, a multivariate model is used
to test the effects of these factors simul-
taneously and control for other important
factors.

Parameter estimates for the multivariate
model of variations in “don’t know” res-
ponses are displayed in Table 5. No signifi-
cant difference in the number of ‘“don’t
know” responses exists between interviews
in which the respondent and interviewer
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were of the same gender and those in which
they were of opposite genders. Likewise, no
significant difference in the number of
“don’t know” responses exists between
interviews in which the respondent and the
interviewer were of the same ethnicity and
those in which they were of different ethnici-
ties. These two findings are inconsistent with
the interpretation that carefulness in irregu-
lar situations is responsible for variations in
the number of “don’t know” responses col-

Table 5. Multivariate  ordinary  least
squares estimation of the influence of inter-
viewer characteristics on the average don’t
knows per form

b t
—
—0.50 —2.002**

Interviewer sex
(Female = 1)

Ethnicity
(Tamang = 0)

0.17 0.354

Interviewer and 0.02 0.131
respondent had
same sex

(Yes = 1)

Controls
Previous
experience
(months)

—0.04 —2.533%*

Interview —0.08

number

Education —0.002 —0.037
(years)
Age (years) 0.02

1.26

0.743
Constant 1.172

Adjusted
R-square

F 3.21*x*
N 145

|
|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|
—2.577%* :
|

|

|

|

|

0.10 |
|

|

|

|

*P < 0.1 (Two-tail) **P < 0.05 (Two-tail)
*¥*¥*P < 0.005 (One-tail)
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lected. The same findings are also inconsis-
tent with the interpretation that increased
willingness to cooperate among the respon-
dents because they shared characteristics
with the interviewer is responsible for varia-
tions in the number of “don’t know” res-
ponses collected.

Female interviewers collected 0.5 fewer
“don’t know” responses per genealogy sheet
than male interviewers. This finding is con-
sistent with the hypothesis that respondents
interviewed by females will be more inclined
to provide complete responses than respon-
dents interviewed by males. The reason for
this may be that in male dominanted Nepal
female interviewers are perceived as less
forceful, dominating, and influential than
male interviewers by both male and female
respondents. Perceiving less threat, respon-
dents may be more willing to furnish com-
plete answers to the best of their ability.

As expected, interviewers with more
previous interviewing experience with other
studies and interviewers with more inter-
views completed working for this study
gathered significantly fewer “don’t know”
responses. The age and education of the
interviewers had no significant influence
on the number of “don’t know” responses
obtained. This model explains 10% of the
variance in the number of “don’t know”
responses collected.

It is important to note that dropping the
cthnicity measure from estimations of the
model described here had no effect on the
other parameter estimates. Even though
educational attainment and ethnicity are
closely associated, the effect of education
failed to be statistically significant when
ethnicity was removed from the model. This
finding suggests that, once other important
effects are taken into account, neither edu-
cation nor ethnicity has any significant
effect on the number of “don’t knows”
collected.
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One might wonder if particular inter-
viewers received “‘don’t know” responses at
the expense of gathering more misinforma-
tion. This hypothesis was tested by regress-
ing a dependent variable adjusted for the
amount of misinformation, using the amount
of misinformation as a regressor (both con-
tinuously and as a dummy), and through
various crosstabular analyses. All demon-
strated that the number of “don’t knows”
collected is not related to the amount of
misinformation gathered and the amount of
misinformation gathered does not mediate
the impact of any of the other independent
variables.

7.3. Incorrect information

Misinformation was treated as a dichoto-
mous variable coded ““1” if any misinforma-
tion had been gathered in an interview.
Crosstabular analyses indicate only one
characteristic of the interviewer is related
to the collection of misinformation, the
interviewer’s gender. Female interviewers
were less likely to collect misinformation
than male interviewers. Male interviewers
gathered misinformation in exactly 50%
of their interviews while female inter-
viewers gathered misinformation in only
25.5% ot their interviews (Chi-square
7.2, p < 0.01) (not shown in tables). This
relationship is consistent with the hypoth-
esis that female interviewers are less
threatening to respondents and therefore
respondents provide them with more accu-
rate information.

Other interviewer characteristics, such
as ethnicity, did not affect the gathering
of misinformation. Tamang interviewers
gathered misinformation in 39.7% of their
interviews while non-Tamang gathered mis-
information 43.1% of their interviews, an
insignificant difference. Likewise, inter-
viewers who were the same gender as their
respondent gathered misinformation in
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Table 6. Multivariate models of the probability an interviewer collects misinformation

(1 = False information was collected)

Ordinary least squares
(linear probability
model)

b t

Logistic regression

Interviewer sex —3.266**

(Female = 1)

Ethnicity 1.031

(Tamang = 0)

|
|
|
|
Respondent | 0.019
and interviewer |
had same sex |
(Yes = 1) I
Control !
I —0.03
|
|
|
|
|
|
|

Interview —2.411*

number

Constant 0.65 6.263**

Adjusted
R-square

0.07

F
N

3.91%**
145

—1.27 —3.12%x

0.39 1.08

0.01 0.04

—0.16 —2.37*

0.65 1.42

Degrees of
freedom

15.40%**
145

Chi-square

|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
N |

!
|
|
|
I
|
|
|
|
|
I
|
|
|
I
I

*P < 0.05 (Two-tail)

**P < 0.01 (Two-tail)

*¥**P < 0.005 (One-tail)

46.7% of their interviews while interviewers
who were of a gender opposite that of the
respondent gathered misinformation in
53.3% of their interviews, also an insignifi-
cant difference (not shown in tables).

A multivariate examination of the prob-
ability of collecting misinformation demon-
strates results similar to those for the model
of “don’t know” responses discussed above
(see Table 6). Both ordinary least squares
and logistic regression estimations of the
misinformation model are displayed in
Table 6. Because the results of the model
tested using a logit specification of the
dependent variable were identical to the
ordinary least squares results, the more
interpretable ordinary least squares results

(from the linear probability model) are dis-
cussed in the text.

Interviews in which the respondent and
the interviewer shared the same gender were
no more likely to generate false information
than those in which the two had opposite
genders. Tamang interviewers appear just as
likely to gather misinformation as non-
Tamang interviewers in the multivariate
model. These findings fail to support the
idea that the matching of respondent and
interviewer characteristics influences the
amount of false information collected
during an interview.

The interviewer’s gender, on the other
hand, did have a significant influence on the
likelihood of gathering false information.
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Female interviewers were significantly less
likely to gather misinformation than male
interviewers. This finding is consistent with
the hypothesis stated above that respon-
dents perceive female interviewers as less
threatening than males and are therefore
more willing to provide accurate informa-
tion when being interviewed by a female.
As expected, more practiced interviewers
(those who had completed more interviews
during this study) gathered significantly less
misinformation. Finally the interviewer
characteristics explain 8% of the variance in
the probability of obtaining misinformation.

8. Conclusion

The findings described above are consistent
with two conclusions. First, the evidence
provides some support for the idea that
interviewers are less likely to commit tech-
nical errors while interviewing in irregular
social situations. Second, when conducting
interviews, females, the subordinate gender
in Nepalese society, are less likely to gather
“don’t know” responses and false informa-
tion than males.

The analyses discussed here support the
hypothesis that in abnormal social inter-
actions interviewers will perform their task
with more care than in normal interactions.
In both cross-gender and cross-ethnicity
interactions interviewers made fewer tech-
nical errors such as skipping questions,
miss-marking checkpoints or asking extra
questions. Interviewers may have been more
successful during these irregular interac-
tions because they conducted the interview
more slowly, gave more attention to reading
the questions exactly, and followed instruc-
tions properly. However, this conclusion
must be tempered, at least regarding cross-
ethnicity interviews, since education and
ethnicity are closely associated. When
ethnicity is removed from a model of tech-
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nical errors education has a negative effect
on errors indicating more educated inter-
viewers commit fewer errors.

The results described above do not sup-
port the hypothesis that respondents will
provide more complete and accurate infor-
mation when interviewed by individuals
with similar characteristics. Matching of
either gender or ethnicity appeared to have
no influence on variations in the number of
“don’t knows” or the amount of misinfor-
mation interviewers collected. The efforts
study staff took to ensure a congenial rela-
tionship between themselves and the res-
pondent population may be one reason for
this outcome.

If that is the reason matching of inter-
viewer and respondent characteristics had
no influence on “don’t knows” and misin-
formation, the finding that female inter-
viewers gathered significantly less of both is
that much more striking. Female inter-
viewers may have been perceived as less
threatening, dominating, and forceful than
male interviewers by respondents. Because
females were perceived as less threatening,
respondents may have been more inclined to
provide complete and accurate responses
during the interview.

One strength of this study was the ran-
dom assignment of interviewers to respon-
dents, but one limitation was the relatively
small number of interviewers. Further
research, making use of larger numbers of
interviewers and interviews, will certainly
help to clarify the issues presented here.
Also, the subject matter of this study, family
relations, marital histories, and fertility his-
tories may have favored female interviewers.
Nevertheless, these topics are a common
focus of surveys in less developed countries,
and the findings reported here may be useful
for improving data collection in such coun-
tries. Certainly further research, using a
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broader range of substantive topics, will
demonstrate the extent to which these find-
ings can be generalized across survey topics.
This study shows that characteristics of
the interviewer do have a significant effect
on the technical quality of data gathered via
survey interviews in Nepal, suggesting that
the effect of interviewer characteristics on
the outcome of interviews deserves attention
in the application of survey methods to less-
developed settings. Manipulation of the
characteristics represented in a pool of inter-
viewers by the investigator may provide the
means for reducing non-sampling error in
applications of survey research in such set-
tings. Such a reduction in non-sampling
error may in turn increase the validity of
findings based on survey research carried
out in less developed settings.
Furthermore, the findings reported here
suggest that female interviewers should not
be excluded from data collection efforts. In
some situations the gender of the inter-
viewer may have no effect on the quality of
data. However, in situations where the gen-
der of the interviewer does have an effect on
the quality of the data, female interviewers
provided higher quality data in every case
examined here. Perhaps even under con-
ditions of ““arduous field work™ the employ-
ment of female interviewers in the applica-
tion of survey research should be con-
sidered. Certainly in Nepal there is evidence
that female interviewers are better able than
male interviewers to obtain high quality
information from their respondents.
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