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1. Introduction and Background
1.1The Role of Recurring Business Surveys

In increasingly complex and competitive economic environment, decision-making of
enterprises, governments, and other institutions must be based on relevant, accurate
and timely economic and business data. Statistical organisations are hence faced with
constantly growing expectations for high quality data. An important aspect of economic
data is also their comparability over time in order to track changes. Consequently, many
business surveys are repeated at regular intervals (e.g. monthly, quarterly, annually).

In fact, the demand for compilation of time series often determines the design of
business surveys. Business surveys typically employ panel or longitudinal sampling
designs which gives them a recurring character (Willimack et al., 2004). For bigger
businesses this usually implies a permanent inclusion in the sample, for other sampled
units it means just a certain number of repetitions. The perspectives of a statistical
organisation and that of a business do not necessarily coincide since a recurring
business survey may not be administered to the same units all the time.

The paper sheds light on the business perspective. It studies the response process in
businesses that respond to a recurring survey request. It thus focuses on the
repeated response process as compared to the first survey response. The
understanding of this process provides an excellent opportunity to identify possible
sources of measurement error and to derive implications for measurement error. It
represents the first step in its detection, reduction and prevention. The paper first
reviews the treatment of recurrence in existing business survey response models. It
then presents a study of the response process in a quarterly business survey and
discusses its findings. It concludes with implications for business survey response
models and recommendations for reduction or elimination of the sources of
measurement error in recurring business surveys.
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1.2Models of the response process

At present, there are few models of the response process in business surveys
compared to the abundance of such models in household survey research. These
models have been presented by Edwards and Cantor (1991), Biemer and Fecso (1995),
Sudman et al. (2000) and Willimack and Nichols (2001). They are all based on the
cognitive response model by Tourangeau (1984) but they incorporate typical
characteristics of business surveys such as the use of records for data retrieval, the
importance of respondent selection and the self-administered mode of data collection.
Although the recurring character of business surveys is commonly recognised, it has not
been treated separately or comprehensively. A review is given in the following chapter.

1.3Recurrence in existing models

Edwards and Cantor (1991) are the authors of the first response model which could be
applied directly to business surveys. It encompasses encoding or record formation,
comprehension, decision about using memory or records as a source, retrieval or
record look-up, judgment and communication of the response. In their study, they
distinguish between the units that are regularly required to complete a certain
guestionnaire and others selected only haphazardly in sample selection. They expose
again the issue of recurrence in connection with the record look-up process. They
emphasize the “rehearsal of record look-up process” (p. 227) as an important factor
in information retrieval. Frequent and continuous survey requests should therefore
yield more accurate responses (Alba and Hasher (1983) and Knight and McDaniel
(1979) in Edwards and Cantor, 1991). In their pilot study, they found that respondents
who faced a higher incidence of an event (i.e. injuries and illnesses at workplace)
produced less reporting errors on that event and that those who routinely completed the
forms performed better on judgement than those who seldom did it.

Biemer and Fecso (1995) do not place attention to recurrence as such; they focus on
the ways to obtain a repeated measurement of the same variables. A major upgrade of
the response model for business surveys was proposed as a “hybrid model” by
Sudman et al. (2000). Two of its co-authors, Willimack and Nichols (2001), refined it
to become the “complete model” with the following steps:

Encoding in memory / record formation

Selection & identification of the respondent(s)

Assessment of priorities

Comprehension of the data request

Retrieval of relevant information from memory and/or records
Judgement of the adequacy of the response

Communication of the response

Release of the data



Both models are based on the same exploratory study on the survey response process
in large multi-unit companies. Since the latest model does not introduce any new ideas
on the matter of recurrence, this review discusses only the paper by Sudman et al.

Sudman et al. explicitly refer to “repeated periodic surveys” only when describing the
retrieval of information. They report that the respondents keep documentation of
retrieval procedures and calculations and that this documentation assists them (and
new respondents) in completing subsequent questionnaires in recurring surveys, which
makes new survey requests more burdensome than recurring ones. Such approach
brings an advantage of tracing real changes instead of confounding them with
methodological changes and a disadvantage of perpetuating errors.

The recurrence could also be inferred from other passages. Sudman et al. report that:

e the documentation supports estimation procedures for updating previously reported
values in the judgment step;

e the respondents provide consistent data about the business “from cycle to cycle”;

¢ the previous respondent should be indicated on the mailing label;

e improvements may not produce the desired effect due to the disruption of the routine
response process.

Sometime the recurrence is implicitly assumed even if no obvious reference is given.
For instance, changes in business record formation to ease data retrieval mentioned by
Willimack and Nichols (2001) would be beneficial in a recurring survey but probably
inconceivable for a one time survey.

To summarise, the models of the response process in business surveys concede the
recurrence of the process but they do not address it systematically. They explicitly treat
it only in relation with the retrieval step. This paper discusses the entire response
process in business surveys in the light of the special features arising from the
recurrence of reporting and proposes an adaptation of existing models.

2. Research Methods and Procedures

The findings are based on a study of enterprises included in the quarterly survey on
trade conducted by the Statistical Office of the Republic of Slovenia (SORS). This
business survey uses an 8-page questionnaire accompanied by a 6-page instruction
booklet and a booklet with an excerpt of the standard activity classification.

On-site visits were organised with 28 enterprises of different sizes; only one of them
completed the questionnaire for the first time. In all cases, in-depth interviews were
carried out with persons who fill out the questionnaire. In 8 cases, the process of filling
out was also observed at least partially; the extent of observation depends mainly on
the amount of data retrieved before the visit. The aim of these visits was to observe the
process of the questionnaire filling in or to debrief the respondents as soon as possible



after the completion of the questionnaire. The purpose of the study was to understand
the respondents’ approaches to questionnaire completion and to identify (potentially)
problematic patterns.

On-site visits were arranged around two consecutive deadlines for questionnaire
completion. One researcher carried out the organisation of the field work and its
implementation.

Initial contacts were established with persons indicated as respondents on earlier
guestionnaires. In a telephone conversation this information was verified (or the
respondent-to-be was identified). Few respondents refused co-operation mainly due to
the work overload during the period when they intended to complete the questionnaire.
In some cases the on-site visits were not organised the same day or the day after the
guestionnaire completion because of the respondents’ other business engagements,
sick leaves, holidays or weekends, etc. A short time lag though does not seem to be so
damaging for remembering a frequently repeated and well documented process.

3. Results and Discussion

The results are presented and discussed according to the steps of the “complete model”
by Willimack and Nichols (2001).

3.1Encoding in memory / record formation

As argued by Eisenhower, Mathiowetz and Morgenstein (1991) a retrieval of information
can only occur after its encoding; the information has to first enter a person’s memory or
business records. Survey requests for the first answering rarely come so much in
advance to allow changes in the record formation. Theoretically, there are plenty of
possibilities of adapting the record formation in a recurring survey since the respondents
are aware of the recurrence. However, in our study only one unit did some sort of
upgrade for statistical reporting, i.e. coding of merchandise in order to ease their
assignment to merchandise groups. Even in this case the primary goal of the upgrade
was to satisfy another (legal) request but the statistical request was taken into account.

No other respondent deemed necessary to change the record formation despite evident
deficiencies with regard to this reporting. The respondents provided several
explanations for such reasoning: statistics do not have a standard character, estimation
is acceptable, adaptation of record formation results in better estimates but not
completely accurate data, lack of motivation to organise the adaptation, uncertainty
about a new activity and the necessity of a reporting system, etc.

It seems that for businesses it is not rational to change the record formation in order to
increase the accuracy of statistical reporting. They may not consider statistical reporting
continuous, frequent, sanctionable and/or otherwise important enough to take such
changes into consideration. The more limited the extent to which the business records



support the survey response is the higher the importance of the judgement step in order
to avoid or reduce measurement errors.

3.2Selection & identification of the respondent(s)

Respondent selection rightly occupies a significant part of discussion on the response
process in business surveys. It is the only variable factor that could be influenced within
the business in the short term, the organisational context being usually given and fixed
(given business information system, hierarchies, policies and priorities, human
resources, etc.). But even this variability is limited because eventually, the respondent
selection is a business decision. In a recurring survey this step is usually skipped since
previously designated respondent performs the task. The higher the survey frequency,
the more likely it is to find the same respondent completing the questionnaire.

The respondents in our study were asked about the recurrence and the reasons for their
selection. It turned out that most of them had already been completing the questionnaire
for quite some time (up to ten years approximately). Most commonly, the task was
“inherited from the previous respondent”, it was “part of the job” or “no one else was
more appropriate with regard to the data request”.

The study showed that the respondent selection becomes an issue only if the
respondent’s workplace undergoes a change. Such a change may be due to a
reorganisation of work and reassignment of tasks among the employees. The
respondent may simply be substituted in the same workplace with the same job
description: he or she may leave a particular workplace because of retirement,
promotion, resignation, and dismissal, or may be absent for a longer period of time.

The most promising finding related to the respondent’s change is that not all
respondents accepted previous procedures of questionnaire completion. Some reported
they set up new procedures when they took on this task. One even complained about
the negligence of the previous respondent. Of course, the new respondent may also
choose to downgrade the statistical reporting.

3.3Assessment of priorities

Businesses face competing data requests and survey requests are not among the
highly rated ones: provision of data to the management, shareholders or tax authorities
will always be prioritised. Initial assessment of priorities is an organisational matter. It is
probably carried out jointly with the respondent selection considering all tasks
necessary to run the business. The first filling out of a survey questionnaire may also
bear some uncertainty about the time consumption, data availability or its retrieval while
the repetitions are much more predictable.

Our study indicates that in recurring surveys the assessment of priorities may have a
narrower scope because it only takes into account the respondent’s priorities. The
scheduling of the survey task appears to be relatively stable, which means that early



and late respondents both tend to remain such. Three factors are most prominent in this
regard: the data availability, the competing tasks or simply the respondent’s motivation.
When data were not available at the deadline, some respondents gave priority to
accuracy and waited for data while others gave it to timeliness and resorted to
estimation.

3.4Comprehension of the data request

In comprehension phase the respondent has to interpret the survey request for
information. In business surveys s/he has to relate the words and their meaning to the
business reality. The interpretation of questions (or better said, labels) is often
supported by detailed instructions.

In recurring business surveys this step may be strikingly different from the first
encounter with the questionnaire. In our study many respondents admitted that they do
not read the whole questionnaire, let alone the instructions. After they gave the
guestionnaire a swift scan for changes they plunged into the retrieval processes based
on the previously completed questionnaire or other working papers and supporting
notes. Comprehension is thus granted a very limited time and seems to be focused
exclusively or predominantly on previously reported items. Several observations point in
this direction:

e the respondents produced some answers off the top of the head especially about
employment in small enterprises;

e they immediately associated labels consisting of accounting expressions with their
data source, i.e. with a particular group of accounts in business records;

e they instantly started with or referred to computation when they came across
questions for which the working papers and supporting notes indicated an estimation
procedure, e.g. a break-down of total retail turnover by customer type;

e they were asked about the “business reality” behind the reported figures, e.g. what
business activities generate the reported revenues, who are the customers in a
reported category, who are the employees included in a certain category. Few
respondents answered all such questions with confidence. Others were totally
puzzled with the questions, uncertain about their answers, and exhibited a lot of
effort responding to this inquiry; few even had no clue about it and had to ask
colleagues for help.

These observations may also have other explanations and implications: immediate
response may indicate that there is nothing to deliberate because it is so obvious; the
perplexity of the respondents may be due to badly constructed or simply unusual
guestions; associating the words in the questionnaire with accounting terms may result
in accurate reporting even if the respondent is not familiar with the captured
phenomenon. However, when the respondents tried to explain and argue their case it
sometimes happened that they realised their arguments are not valid, which surprised
and embarrassed them.



It could be concluded that this step — as understood in Tourangeau’s tradition — is often
omitted or at least performed very superficially and skipped to retrieval of relevant
information from memory concerning the previous retrieval and judgement procedures.
This is particularly likely to happen in monthly and quarterly surveys. As a result,
measurement errors may occur when the questionnaire is subjected to changes or
when the initial understanding was not appropriate, which has already been suggested
by Sudman et al. (2000). The same may happen if the changes occur in the business
reality.

3.5Retrieval from memory and/or records

This step usually consists of a combined retrieval from memory and records but it may
also consist of the sole retrieval from memory. The respondents may need to contact
other persons to collect the necessary data.

The recurrence avoids trial-and-error procedure which may be present at the first
retrieval and thus saves time. Our study cannot compare the time spent across
repetitions but it revealed that the retrieval is a straight-forward operation carried out
without hesitation and supported by notes from previous rounds. In order to ease the
compilation of the quarterly data, some respondents in our study retrieved monthly data
as they became available and kept them in manual or electronic documents. An
interesting point is that they invented their own uses of such intermediate calculations,
e.g. to provide this piece of information to their superiors or to have an overview of the
monthly changes. This observation is particularly important because the use of data is
the best method of their verification.

It could be said that “the rehearsal of the look-up” as reported by Edwards and Cantor
results in time savings but it may also produce practical side-products for the
respondent’s further use.

3.6Judgement of the adequacy of the response

In this step the respondent has to pool all the available information, form an answer and
judge its adequacy. The respondents in our study reported high levels of uncertainty
about many items at the time of their first completion of the questionnaire. No such
conditions were observed during our field work apart from two exceptions: the
respondent in the newly selected enterprise, and the respondent who was just
introduced to the filling in.

The respondents expected a feedback from the statistical organisation after the first
completion but generally it did not occur. This lack of reaction made them confident of
their approach and they judged it as acceptable. The only problem is that many
respondents reported at least one piece of data which was not completely accurate (or
not as accurate as they would expect the data should be) and they perceived the lack of
complaints as satisfaction with bad data, which is probably the most detrimental
conclusion with a significant effect on the perception of statistics.



The respondents were generally convinced that SORS was knowledgeable of their
situation. For that reason they rarely provided textual description of seasonal or other
oscillations if they perceived them as an inherent part of their business activity.

The respondents preserved their initial approach to questionnaire completion because
previous reporting was satisfactory and for continuity reasons. The latter means that
they would not change the routine during the year even if an error was discovered or a
better practice thought of. The question is whether they really change their strategy in
the following period or perpetuate the errors.

Another variation of the judgment problem in our study was the continuous use of the
same percentage break-down in consecutive rounds. It was usually justified by
enormous effort and time consumption on the one hand and contentment of the
statistical organisation on the other hand. One respondent recalculated the necessary
breakdowns because of the on-site visit and the results were significantly different. The
most noteworthy were not the discovered differences but his statement that the data
would be much more accurate from that time on because he would use the new
percentages ever since.

Judgement may be one of the most unexplored steps in the response process of
business surveys despite of its huge and potentially negative impact on measurement
error in recurring surveys. The completion of the questionnaire becomes a routine which
removes any uncertainty and hesitation so very few respondents preserve open mind
and still guestion their approach. This represents a huge challenge also for editing
procedures.

3.7Communication of the response

This step refers to the reporting of the response to the question by considering the
required format. Our study did not reveal any special issues with this step. Some
respondents mentioned that inconsistencies due to rounding were permitted. The only
remarkable finding is that some respondents expressed the wish of having electronic
forms instead of paper questionnaires because it meant less paper, easier copying,
later submission and immediate calculation checks.

3.8Release of the data

The last step refers to the ultimate internal inspection of the reported data. Although it
may only be focused on key figures and overall picture of the enterprise, it is beneficial
as a double-check and for increasing the respondent’s motivation to do the job well.

Our study showed that authorities may not have a major impact on the questionnaire
completion. Many respondents signed the form themselves, many others got the
signature without verification. Such behaviour may be attributed to enterprise size (e.g.
double-checks may be less typical in small and medium enterprises because of time-



consumption and an unfavourable attitude toward statistical reporting) and recurrence
(e.g. previous verifications may prove the respondent’s reliability).

4. Conclusions

The recurring character of a business survey affects the response process significantly.
In repeated administrations of the survey to the same business, the first three steps of
the response process (record formation, respondent selection, priorities assessment)
are less relevant or not relevant at all. The cognitive processes (comprehension,
retrieval, judgement, communication) are characterised by routine. Often the
comprehension step is performed superficially and refers more to understanding
previous questionnaire completion than to understanding survey requests. The retrieval
procedures follow the previously established course and exhibit learning curve effects.
The respondents’ judgement clings to the initial approach and is unlikely to change. The
only welcome change may be the electronic form of the questionnaire to facilitate the
communication of the response. Finally, the recurrence may also impact the data
release by loosening the respondents’ supervision.

Several strategies may be recommended based on this knowledge of the recurring
response process and possible sources of measurement error:

e The first business participation in a recurring business survey calls for intensive and
extensive support and control of the statistical organisation because it sets the
standards and thus determines the quality of subsequent questionnaire completions.

e |tis also advisable for the statistical organisation to trace the questionnaire
respondents and consider every respondent’s change as a second chance for an
efficient entry into the response process. The respondent’s first filling in of a
questionnaire raises most questions and doubts despite supporting working papers
or the initiation by the previous respondent.

e The routine of repeated questionnaire compilations requires occasional interventions
or follow-ups by the survey organisation to trigger the initial cognitive processes and
to incorporate unnoticed changes or neglected errors.

The above enlisted strategies are focused on the respondent and her/his motivation and
capacity to report accurately. They primarily aim at reducing or preventing measurement
errors committed during the cognitive processes. Other strategies should target the
remaining steps of the response process, which all suffer from the lack of business
resources assigned to statistical reporting. A challenge in this regard is to achieve a
higher ranking among other tasks by providing statistical products that would be more
usable from business perspective. Bringing more and more personalised products of
official statistics into the business environment should be a path to follow.

Last but not least, these conclusions are based on a small scale research study. Future
research should demonstrate whether these strategies are efficient enough in terms of
improving accuracy for acceptable cost and which should be implemented widely.
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