In the Global South—say, East Tlmor-—-data collectlon is not
for the faint of heart or weak of stomach

lana Ashar-

It is very early in the morning when water falling o myﬁiée jolts me
awake. The raindrops are blowing into the small bedroom through a gap
between the roof and side wall, and, uﬁformnately, the platform bed on .
which I am curled is occupied by four other women. Having nowbere fa_ -.
move, [ coil up into a tigbter ball under our shared blanket and attempta_f

to sieep despite tbe stiall r,:of of quu:d that bas formed a sheei on,:;}

0 T’ﬂt’ ne:d mormng, ﬂﬂe occupaﬂts of tbe small w”age in which we are

o fi%w? | Straﬂded w:ll use Tﬂﬂf;‘bﬁtﬂs to Cut out a Portxon of tree truﬂk that is blockm_q
R our patb down tbe mouﬂtmwde We w:li make it about one-—iku‘d of the
| way down the mouﬂmm it our truck br,jfore we are blocked by a second

AR "{;‘f";‘st-eﬁﬁLeéﬁé;@aag;mng.FZ%:fwﬂ_“E: - dree truﬂk bigger than the first, and are therefore forced to abaﬂdoﬂ oUr
s ; o gr_j_;ha thhgle mlght have 5W m vebicle We wrll walk the rest of the way down the mo:»mtam in a state

it
e '
T

By - ;

LI S | vy of byper—alermess listening to the creakmg of the trees and bﬂbmg tbat
oA i L one of them does not decide to fall on top of us. In the evening, we will
;ﬁg‘f{ G 'Ed}f’i' finally make it to Dili, the capital of East Timor That night, I w:ll call

v _ . my irate and somewhat despoﬂdeﬂt busband and assure bim I am ﬁﬂrz

Hed 17 despite bavmg missed our blanned phone call the night before. And then _

[ will collapse in 1y warm botel room bed, balf a world away from my

family and friends.

To be fair, when we started out that morning, the weather was hot and
dry. By an accident of fate we just bappened to select a village on top of
a mowntain as g test site for our questionnaire on the very day that the
rainy season decided to arrive. We completed our testing ina thunderstorm,
and by the time we were done, the path we had taken up the mou_ntafn 1o ;
longer existed, _Baving been subsumed by a tree with a diameter greai'fflf
than a man's height. o N

All for the sake of testing a questionnaire.
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Figure 1.The data collection communication process

ata collection in the Global

South is not for the faint of heart

or weak of stomach. Nor is it for
the overly tule-bound or uninventive.
It requives an intimate understanding
of your own fragility and mortality, a
sense of adventure, a respect for the
knowledge and wisdom that each person
you encounter provides, and a limitless
supply of patience. Finally, it requires a
desire to bring the highest intellectual
and scientific rigor to the most difficult
of circumstances ...coupled with the
understanding that you will never truly
succeed at doing so.

But we are getting ahead of
ourselves. Let us start by discuss-
‘ing why the questionnaire design
and data-collection processes are
-essential to the quality of the result.

“data, and then review the ingredi-
nts:that constitute good questionnaire
and data collection. Then we can
to East Timor—by way of the
‘East and Africa.

What Can Go Wrong?

ems like a deceptively simple pro-
e perhaps that you first tried
entary or junior high school
thave a research question that
Swered by survey data, so you

write some questions, slap them onto
a form, copy, distribute, collect, and
presto: instant datal

Well, yes and no. Any data-collection
process represents a compiex chain of
communications, and as with any other
chain, one weak link can break it. The
more complicated the data-collection
process, the more links in the chain,
and the more opportunities for com-
munication to break down. For a tradi-
tional interviewer-administered survey,
multiple individuals must have a nearly
identical conceptual understanding of a
question, as shown in Figure 1.

When everything goes well, the chain
is a circle as presented on the left: That is,
the interpretation of what information is
desired is identical across the many indi-
viduals in the chain, leading to accurate
reporting and recording of information.
What can happen, however, is that the
chain forms an outward spiral like the one
on the right-—and the information col-
lected is not identical to that which was
originally desired by the researcher.

Two main issues that can arise in the
process of communication are misinter-
pretations (errors in the communica-
tion between people) and inaccuracies
in transmission {such as error caused
by the interviewer writing down the
wrong code on the survey form). The

presents question—"
to respondent

Poorly-designed Deata Collection

misinterpretation type of error is best
explained by examples. Let us start
with a basic question that is fraught
with interpretation issues and would
therefore almost never appear on a pre-
tested questionnaire,

Avoiding Ambiguous Questions

To a critical observer, there are obvi-
ous ambiguities in this question. Within
what time period do we mean? Do
we mean household or individual
income? Reported taxable income? Are
alimony payments, gambling winnings,
and other types of income included?
What about bartered items? How is a
respondent to know?

Here is another real-life example: the
testing of a web-based survey that was
to be administered to expatriate lraqi
physicians so that they could describe
their professional and other experiences
in their néw countries of residence. The
research group that hired us to test it
had been advised by a well-trained and
highly reputable Iragi physician that all
Iragi medical schools were conducted in
English. Therefore, the survey could be
administered in English and the doctors
would have little difficulty understand-
ing the questions.

Unfortunately, he was wrong.
As an illustration, note the following
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“

transcription froma pretest interview, T’
. volunteer was instructed to read the qu
tion aloud and then, tell the intetviey,
all thoughts he had as he determine;
his answer to the question, The goal &
the question was to determine whethe
the physician was required - to becomy
‘r‘ec'ertiﬁe(rl to practice medicine in hi:
new country. ' '

Volunteer interviewee (reading). 1f you had
to go through a credentialing process or
are currently in a credentialing process
in your new .country, how many years
did it take? Please do not answer if you
did not need to go through a credential-
ing process in your new country. '

R

; N _ Volunteer interviewee (responding}. Do
Joahannes Kawa interyiews in less than ideal circqh:*l‘stances. Note that privacy is not a com- y}(]) " knc;w if t}_'e Cl’eden%ﬁ]mg gl'qc??s s .
mon commodity-in the rural areas of Sierra Leone, where the arrival of the interviewing the asy ug; process or.the red card or
team was considered a major event: ' gteen car

_ _ Tnterviewer: I'm not allowed to say any-
, Co : ' S thing, because ‘it has to be how you
: ; y - - interpret it : : o

- Volunteer interviewee: Yeah, [ need to
understand what means ... This is ask-
ing me...like through the embassy or .
through the -, | don't understand what
mean [sic] “credentialing.” (Looks it up
in English-Arabic dictionary.) Here cre-
dential is like ambassador or delegation
..-yes. What mean this [sicl?

Interviewer: So how would you answer-
this question? .

Volunteer interviewee: This is paper’
of ambassador of delegation [sic] ...1
-don't know.

- You do not need to be a seasoned
questionnaire designer to see a big prob-.
lem in the respondent's. interpretation.
We and-our clients determined that their
“cultural expert” on Iragi physicians was
familiar only with the "elite”—that is, -
those physicians who attended the best
Iragi medical schools and held the most
prestigious positions in their home coun-
try. Infact, of the four liag physicians.
‘we interviewed during the pretest of the
questionnaire, only one came close to
interpreting all the questions acciirately,

‘As aresult of the pretest, the research
team members developed an Arabicver-
o sion. of the questionnaire, thus saving
" News from the field in Sierra Leorie. Team leader Bafara Jawara calls via satellite phene to thgmdselvesf_frorltll _co]_lectmg data that
. réport on‘progress in the Bonthe district. ) o ) woul. be, ,Or'a mtents. E,md purpoFes,
ot 1 garbage. In' general, a rigorous testing
procedure will be required to ensure
that a survey collects the data it intends

] : .
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' An |nterv:ew during the fleld testmg in,East Timor. The interviewer, Jacinta Gonsalve$, is snttlng at the table; her superwsor Silvia Verdial

-

-~ daSiiva Lopes, is sitting to her’ rlght‘ and the respondent Is. the man sitting to her left. Note that privacy was wrtually |mp055|ble dur‘lng the:

-|ntewrewmg pr‘ocess S

to collect—m other words that the data

" collection process ends as a crrcle instead
ofa spnal

" Best Practices for
Data Collection

So what is the right way to design and

" testa questionnairé and interview respon-
dents? Well; the short answer is that it
depends, but there are some best practices
that have been developed over the past

few decades. Here is alook at the process

of developing the questionnaire and train-
ing interviewers to administer it: .

Testirig the questionnaire

Testing a questionnaire requires multiple
steps. Afirstround oftestingshouldinclude
review of the survey instrumient by at least
three different types of experts: an expert
on the subject of the suTvey, an expert on
the population to be surveyed, and an

expert on questionnaire design; Although

| - possible, the cognitive interview will be
‘tape- of video-recorded for study later. -
' As an example, the transcription of the '

those roles might overlap—for example,
your questiohnaire design reviewer might
- be the same as your expert on the popu-

lation to be surveyed—none of those’

experts should be the person who initially
designed the questionnaire. Even the
most experienced questionnaire des: gners
make mistakes.

Once that initial review is. completed-

and the questionnaire has been modi-
fied based on the expert comments, the
- real testing begins. There are several
possibilities for the next round of review.

L

One of the most successful techniques,
is called “cognitive interviewing.” Cog-

- nitive intérviewing allows' the survey

designer some insight into the thinking
processes of the respendent.

During a cognitive interview, two’
‘trained professionals administer the sur-
vey to a test respondent. One of the
professionals serves. as the interviewer, =

and one records his/her impressions of

the interaction between the interviewer:

and respondent, including tone of voice

and body language that might indicate:

confusion or a strong'emotional reac-
tion. The respondent is asked to “think

aloud“—that is, to verbalize" his/her -
thoughts while respondmg to the ques-
. tion. In addition, the interviewer might

ask probmg questions-——questions about
the respondent's interpretation of or

thinking about the survey.

Those probing’ questions might be

- eitherad-lib or carefully developed prior

to the cognitive interviewing process. If

interview of the' Iraqj physician given
earlier in this article was taken from a

" cognitive interview.

Cognitive interviewing can occur

as a single process or in waves. When

cognitive interviewing occurs in waves,
between each wave the survey developer

modifies the survey on-the basis of what -

was learned during the previous wave.

Following the example of the question _

"Whatis your income?” we can imaginé a
first round of cognitive interviews might ,

.uncover the issue that there is no time ..

frame given. The survey designer might
respond by reformulating the question
as "What was youmncome over the past -
12 monthsy”

A second round of cogmtlve inter- -
views might reveal that some respon-
dents are including interest income and
some are not. The question might thén be
reformuilated as "What was your incorhe
from gainful employment over the past’
12 months?” and so on, until the cognitive
interviews mdlc‘atc_that the respondents
to the question are interpreting it as the
survey developer intended.

Limitations of cognitive interviewing

One issue with the cognitive interview-
ing process is that it is time and labor
intensive, so only a limited number .of

- cognitive interviews can be completed

during any wave, Therefore, it is a good .
idea to perform a final field test after the

cognitive interviewing. A field test is a
smiall run of the fieldwork for the. survey,
after which the results are tabuilated to
make sure that they seem appropriate.
The field test allows bath inputs TQM
a large number of individil:
population of interest and alg
tunity for the mterwewers to’ pl‘actlce -
with the survey before the real fieldwork : -
begins. One hopes that any problems
found at thIS stage WI][ be mmlmal and.

i
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Atearn in Sierra Leone reviewing questionnaires under the supervision-of team leader
Mohamed Daboh. From left to right: Andrew Simbeo, Mohamed Dabah, Antoinette Licon,
Nancy Joseph, and Joahannes Kawa. Note that the team is working by candlelight; electricity
in the field was a luxury, as were flush toilets, Also note the spiffy Joint Statistical Meetings -
bags, donated by the Amemcan Statlstu:al Assoaatuon. :

" priate training of the interviewers. In’

‘ Transportation in the Bonthe distrlcl: of Sierra Leone The team members that covered the

Bonthe district spent the majority of their mission being transported by boat, For this reason, -
they were issued lif¢ preservers and special containers in which to store the survey forms
and their equipment and personal belongings. Here team members rest as they travel to the

.next village, The Bonthe team Interviewed in the remotest village sampled for the survey,
It was on an‘istand that belonged to the district of Pujehun, and the Pujehun team had been
unable to reach it. The Bonthe team members, led | by Bafara Jawara, were required to ride
in a boat for I6 hours and then hiké for 10 mlles to get to the village.

i

_the version that has béen forward- and.
- back-translated to find inconsistencies,

“tionnaire that is bemg translated into

“with individual teams for each language
“starting from a base set.of concepts. In

offer additional- explanation of the ques-

- changes in how respondents will answer’
questions that are due to some behav-
‘ior of the interviewer. Interviewers may

.question if they do not read that question

* the interviewer's clear preference for that

explicitly expréss their own opinions as

easily corrected, and the survey will be
~ ready to commence in eainest.

. during questionnaire design is the need
to translate the questionnaire into one

{0 voL 23,N0. 2, 2010

“Anothier issue that frequently arises )

ot more languages. The base minimum
for translation is.a combination of for-
ward -and backward translatioh—that
is, one ‘individual performs a transla-

tion between the original and target

language' and apother individual trans-
Jates it back into the original language.
The pretransfation is then compared to

and the translation is then corrected.
Although this has been an industry
standard, recent research has suggested -
that a more rigorous techn[que muist be
used, especially in the case of a ques-

multiple languages simultaneously, One
option is to develop the questionnaire in
the multiple languages at the same time,

that case,-cognitive interviewing and
other testing methods will occur in all
languages, not just the base [anguage. -

Training the interviewers

An essential aspect of the questionnaire
design and testing process is the appro-

most large survey projects in the United
States, the interviewers are trained to
“stick to the script"—in other words, to
réad the questions on the survey instru-
ment exactly as written, to follow the
questions in the order given, and not to

tions unless it has been pi eapploved byf
the survey manager.

This protocol is destghed to minimize
interviewer bias in the answers—that is,

madvertently change the meaning of a

exactly, or they may cause respaindents to
favor one response over another due to

response. For tliat reason, interviewers
are also taught to present the questions i
in a-neutral way and to not implicitly or ’

to an appropriate answer. .
Interviewers must learn the appro-
priate way to administer the survey.
However, there are other aspects of inter-
viewer behavior that must be-addressed,
incliding appropriate voice control and
body language. Interviewers are trained .
on techniques for building rapport, ask-
ing sensitive questions, and maintaining
the confidentiality of the responses of-
the individuals interviewed. Finally, inter-
viewers need to understand methods for,
keeping themselves safe in the field. = ;




What Makes Survey Practice
Different in a Developmg or
Transitional Country?

' Much of our understandmg ofwhat con-
stitutes good survey practice has grown
out ofresearch thathas taken place in the

United States, Canada, and Europe— B

* all vastly dlfferent environments-. from

those of the Global South. There are .
several reasons why. the data- co]lecnon .
methods discussed above ‘might need
: SIgnlﬁcant alten;mon to.be useful i in the .
o developmg context.
- A partacuhrly pernicious prob[em—.
" one that just recently has become a

research priority. of government sta-

tistical -organizations iny the developed

"world—is the need to administera sur—
. vey to a diverse population comprised .
- of multiple ethnic ‘groups that speak .

*a diverse set of languages. In the past,
questionnaires often havé been devel-
.oped without consideration of how

particular questions will be interpreted
or understood across cultural groups, or.

whether particular concepts are directly

translatahle at all: an issue that the for-

- ward-/back-translationindustry stan-
- dard does not adequately address.
Populations 'in the Clobal South
might-be more varied than those in
the Global North for other reasons—

- including varying levels of literacy and

different understanding and tracking of
time {e.g., reliance on agricultural cycles
rather than a Gregorian calendar). In'the
context of sensitive questions; ensuring

privacy might be close to impossible

in the Global South context, where
entire families might share a one-room
home .qr apartment and- the arrival of
interviewers is a villagewide event. And
the cultural preferences of many Global
South countries lead to higher rates of
"acquiescence bias™ the higher likeli-
hood of respondents answering yes to a
question, not because the affirmative is
true but because they want to please the

interviewer, who is perceived as bemg n

a position of aulhonty

‘Are There Best Practices
for Data Collection in the :
. Global South? ‘

The answer to this question is yes and
no. There are several organizations—
including the World Bank and United
Nations—that have compiled the state
of the art in random sample surveys in
" the Global South. However, there is still

i

much research to be done as well as ongo-
. ing issues with the indiscriminate transfer

of data-collection methodology.

One important difference between
fieldwork in-the Global North and
Global South is the availability of sup-

_portintrastructure in the field, Common
.developed-world conveniences like cel:

lular phone networks or landlines, hos-
pitals and clinics, restaurants and hotels,
and regu[ar electnc:ty and running water
simply might: not be available in some

parts of the Global South. Teams of
_interviewers can be outfitted with satel-

lite' phones and carry their own medical

supplies into the field..Interviewers can
be vaccinated against local discases and )
carry food and shelter to rémote Toca--
tions. And plenty of matches and candles -

- will allow interviewers to complete thelr

activities after dark . .
In addition, inferviewers must be pre-
pared in advance for dlfﬁcult:es such as

flat tires, large potholes, or the need to

forget the car or truck altogether and
travel by motoreycle, boat, or foot. And
you never know when your vehicle will

not be able to proceed because there isa
fallen tree in your way

What about the design of the ques-
tionnaire in the Global South context?
In this researcher’s experience and apin-
ton, in Global -South countries where
multxple tribes or cultures may be part
of the sampled populatlon training the

LN

"+ Cognitive “inteiviewing 'In the field in East Tlmor From left to 'riéht: Jana Asher, o
Duarte da Sllva, and the survey respondent with her daughter ’ :

interviewer to recite the questionnaire .
verbatim, with no ability to explain if
the respondent is confused, does not-
lead to quality data. In fact, a reluctance
to adapt to the interviewee can harm
the interview process, Rather, the inter- -
viewer needs greatet training, and greater .
ability to improvise in the field.
Additionally; although they are not often

used, technlques like' cognitive inter-

viewing and more recently developed
language translation techniques can and
should be used in the Global South, '
-~ Many cultures in the Global South.

- are more attuned. to agricultural cycles

and timing than Gregorian divisions |
of time. In many cultures even signifi-
cant dates, like one's blrth date, are not

known or not important. That ¢an sig-

nificantly impact the quality: of surveys
that require recall of events, unless spe-
cific techniques are developed for those
populatlons A technique called the
“calendar method” has shown great. -

.promise, The interviewer assists the

respondent in developing a written cal-
endar of important “landmark” events in

histher life to aid recall of events asked
about during the interview, However,

in its typical form, the calendar method

- requires the respondent to be litérate-and

familiar with the Gregorian calendar. The -

following section describes an alternate

method of assisting illiterate respon-

-dents in recalling date mFormatlon a
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Team leader Mohamed Daboh watches as a local mechanic in Bo Town attempts to fix his
team's car during fieldwork. Car pr'oblems plague flefdwork in a country like Slerra Leone,
where there is msuffqent infrastructure to maintain the roads—or even pave the majority

of themn.

’ . Sahr Gbondent holds up the remains of an lnterview team’s tire durlng ﬂeldwork in Sterra
Leone. During that:project, e each vehicle was equipped with twa extra tlres for each
two~v\reek mission, Very often, they weren t enough '
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method that the author developed in

her ﬁeldwork

" A Small Research _Examplé

The survey was a national survey of
human rights violations that occurred
during the armed ‘internal <con-
flict of Sterra Leone. The:U.S. State

" Department sponsored the survey as part

of a general program of documenting
war crimes. The participating organiza-
tions were the American Bar Association
and Benetech. All three groups wanted
the data to be used by the Sierra L.¢one
Special Court during the prosecution of
war criminals. : _

For that to happen, each violation
needed to be associated .with a peipe-
trator group and a date, In dddition, we
were asked to collect age of the victim
at the time of violation, the duration of
the violation” (mcludmg duration until
death if approprtiate), and the current
age of all members of the respondent's. .
household, However, .a large percent-
age of the population of Sierra Leone

15 illiterate and does not regularly con-

sult the Gregorian calendar of years,
months, and weeks. Rather, the people
are attuned to the seasons (rainy and
dry}and other important events such as

" religious holidays and school terms.

Our-solution was twofold: We pro-

- vided the interviewers with more latitude

to probe the respondent for information
{not sticking to the script of the ques- -

_ tionnaire), and we crafted a series of
-prescripted probe questions that asked

the. resporidents to determine whether
a violation occurred before or after a
national date of importance.

Although the first decision deviated
from standard survey practice regarding’
interviewers, we felt that the complexity

.of the 1nFormat10n sought required that
" interviewers have the ability to be more

creative in the field, and that the additional
information elicited far outweighed the
potential interviewer bias introduced.
The second decision, however,
rested firmly on current undelstand!ng
of memoiy and cognition by psycholo-
gists. Current theory suggests that our
recall of date inforniation is based on a-
few "landmark” events for which we have
memorized the date on which the event
occurred, combined with the storage in

. memory of events in series form. In other

words, an interviewee might remember

that her birthday is October 17 and then




Table I»-—Tlme Probe Results for Slerra Leone War Crlmes Dbcumentatlon Survey

s

Total probe events - ' -

< remember that abouf two weeks later

she had her furnace serviced—but it is
very unlikely she will remember that her
" furnace was serviced on QOctober 29,

In the casé of the Sierra Leone survey, -

we created a probe’ question for each of
eight events of national importance that
were spread throug_h time in a way that
allowed interviewérs to determine the year
inwhich a particular respondent's reported

- human rights violation had occurred, For -

example, the probe “Did that happen
. before or after the invasion of Freetown?”

allowed the. interviewers to determine

whetheran event occurred (roughly) prior
to 1999, during 1999, or later, L

In addition, the interviewers were -

provided with several scripted probes
to help them narrow the time frame
during which the violation could have
occurred: Thase probes referenced sea-

sons (rainy versus dry); religious events .

(before or after Christmas or Ramadan);
school terms (before or aftera particular
term started or epded); and, if needed,
age-of the respondent (both age of t_he

respondent when the event happened.

and age.now). The interviewers were
-free to use any combination of probes
they felt was warranted, but they were
required to-record which: probes they
used (or note if they had not used any).
‘The strong advantage of this method
versus more traditional calendar-based
methods was its ability to be used with

- illiterate individuals.

Did it work? The. evidence given in

Table 1" would suggest so. Using the -

recorded mfonnatlon about which probes

were® used to ask about wlnch v1olat|0ns

we determined that 79.4% of vnolatton
dates relied on probing for the date to be

- determined. Events that were easier to
~ remember were durations—as given by
the results for violation duration and time

from violation until death—only 3.5% of
‘those cases required probes. ,
Note that typically only one probe
was réquired to’determine dates. We
believe that respondents, once intro-

duced to the probing method, engaged -

in self-probing to recall ages and dates
later in the interview. This theory is sup-
ported by obsétvations of the cognitive -

interviewing for the survey, during which

respondents began to self:probe. Please

‘also note that the use of landmark-based

probe events is highly supported by the
response rate to time-related questions
of the survey: Response rates were very
high for resident age (99.9%), victim age
(99.9%), violation ‘start date (99.9%),
and violation duration (96. 9%).

b~

Summai‘y

Many people required to analyze data do
not see those data until they are nice and

neat, either in a spreadsheet or another -

organized format. They might not real-
ize how muth errar can be introduced
through the data-collection process if
the process is not carefully planned. You
now know what can and will go wrong
. when appropriate questionnaire design
and data colléction protocols are not
followed——or even when they are.

Vlct|m Age leatlon , _Vl_olatmn o - Death '-Resident'-
Probe . During Yiolation Start Date Duration . Duration - Age -
No probe needed+ | probe 766 171 8, ' 20 . 701
- No probe needed - 44,168 1,040 57488 10,018 32,013
-Mlssmg value 3,229 . 2,107 ‘ 4899 ‘3.70. 1,825
| probe code recorded les8 ;s 2217 3e0 4310,
Zprobecodes recorded 26 - . 18577 B I 0 R
.3 piobe codes recorded - . b o283 0. 0. 0
4 probe codes recorded 0 ] 0 0 0
*"More probe codes - 0 0 0 0 ) 0
19,784 51,399 2,245 380 4311

Screnttsts are hard at work determin-
ing new and better techniques for elicit:
ing information from a variety of péople
‘across the world, So the next time you
are given a data set to analyze, be sure
to ask how the data were acquired. You:
might be surprised by how:little or how
-much was done to produce data of the
highést quality possible—whether or
not the questionnaire designer ended up
stuck on the top of a mountain. [® °
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