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Executive Summary 

In Germany, data for the LFS are collected within the annual Microcensus, a social survey that 

involves more than 800,000 households. Interviews are conducted with CAPI in most cases (or 

more rarely by PAP as an alternative option). In the future, PAP shall be subsequently replaced by 

web questionnaires as an auxiliary mode, whereas CAPI will probably still be the main mode. 

However, switching modes to CAWI has to be considered as particularly demanding: Firstly, the 

respondents can no longer rely on interviewer support to understand the complex concepts of 

employment. Secondly, they must cope with the technical functionalities although not being 

trained in using the tool. Consequently, usability testing is the essential precondition to safe-

guard high data quality and reduce response burden. 

Testing methodology and number of probands 

Destatis developed and tested the web questionnaire with a set of different methods. The start-

ing point was a questionnaire conference with all involved colleagues (survey methodologists, 

subject-matter statisticians and IT). Afterwards, the first version of the web questionnaire was 

programmed and the preliminary online form was checked by subject-matter statisticians and 

survey methodologists. The emphasis of this expert review was on skips, error checks and over-

all design. Some fundamental revision was initiated, before functionality and performance test-

ing was conducted in order to guarantee that the functionalities of the programme itself would 

work as intended (navigation, error checks, saving, printing, also for different browsers, screen 

resolutions and other technical features). In preparation of the usability-testing with probands, 

the web questionnaire was tested another time in a desk evaluation by several colleagues of 

Destatis. Overall, these steps gave valuable hints for a second fundamental revision. As soon as 

the instrument was regarded as adequate, two waves of usability testing under laboratory condi-

tions (observation, eye-tracking, cognitive interviewing) were scheduled with overall 19 poten-

tial respondents. The average duration of completing the questions on the household plus for 

one person was 35 minutes.  

Results: Critical questions and concepts 

When it comes to the content of the LFS, pretesting for Destatis showed that respondents in 

standard employment situations had few difficulties with understanding and completing the web 

questionnaire in contrast to certain subgroups with a more unusual employment status. So quan-

titative testing might reveal that the below described problems are less frequent, but qualitative 

testing clearly proved that these difficulties were relatively serious in terms of data quality. While 
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trained interviewers were able to assist respondents in answering complicated questions correct-

ly in spite of their atypical employment situations, the respondents face more problems during 

self-completion. Here are some examples: 

Distinction between main status, professional status and status in reference week: The pro-

bands were less familiar with the complex and technical concepts of the German LFS. The ques-

tions at the beginning dealt with the subjective assessment of their main status (e. g. being em-

ployed, in leave, retired, housewife, etc.). Major problems how to allocate to a single response 

option arose for probands in marginal employment (e. g. apart from being unemployed) or with 

several small jobs. The next questions focused on any (marginal) employment, the classification 

of the professional status and economic activities during the reference week. This elaborated 

sequence of questions would require very careful reading to understand the distinction between 

the concepts, a behaviour respondents usually try to avoid.  

Marginal employment and full-/part-time work: Respondents in marginal employment often were 

in doubt as to whether their job was to be considered as “employment” at all and were hesitant 

about how to classify themselves.. Classification was facilitated when question and response 

options clearly required indicating any paid job. Having to choose between working full- or part-

time, the marginally employed did not feel like fitting into any category, as they worked very few 

hours. An additional response option for this subgroup may address their problems.  

Job title and economic sector: Open text fields on the job title and economic sector were particu-

larly challenging to fill in for all respondents but especially for the marginally employed. On the 

whole, the data entries were low in quality and rarely usable. The comments of the probands 

during qualitative testing showed some difficulties with regard to the required level of detail. For 

job changers, it was unclear whether to indicate their trained job or their current occupation. The 

instructions referred to the latter, but they were not regarded as useful. Paraphrasing the eco-

nomic sector without any help was even more difficult, as the respondents were not familiar with 

such a sophisticated classification system and the instructions were too rudimental.  

Registered as being unemployed or seeking a job: Again problems arose when technical terms 

were used without sufficient instructions. For example, being registered at the German Employ-

ment Agency may mean either to be unemployed and search for a job or to have a job but seek 

another one. In contrast to the clear definition of public agencies, the difference between these 

terms is less familiar in everyday language. Without providing a user-friendly designed instruc-

tion, respondents might guess how to classify themselves. 
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Working hours in case of several jobs: In the course of the web questionnaire, respondents with 

several jobs seldom realised whether questions on their employment referred to all of their jobs 

or a job in particular. For instance, in case of working hours, some probands added all working 

hours they had because it was cognitively too complex to keep their occupations separated with-

out having a regular memory aid (e. g. a clearly emphasized reference to the first, second, etc. 

job). Guidance for this particular group of respondents should be improved. 

Further reflections are needed on how to adequately replace interviewer assistance in the context 

of web questionnaires. The report provides an assessment of the severity of the problems that 

occur in the newly developed test versions of the LFS CAWI instrument and suggests a number of 

changes to lower the response burden and to increase data quality.  

 

Usability, functionalities, layout and devices 

The pretest furthermore inquired into problems related to usability, functionalities and layout of 

the web questionnaire that was programmed in the Destatis in-house software IDEV 4. There was 

also a performance test of the questionnaire on different devices. Generally speaking, the CAWI 

instrument allowed for a correct handling by probands. Need for improvement exists nonethe-

less, with regard to some specific but also some global aspects of the questionnaire design.   

Automatic navigation: The navigation in the LFS web questionnaire presented challenges due to 

its length and the given household approach. All household members were meant to jointly com-

plete one questionnaire. This task had to be guided by a proper design which was not only pro-

grammed correctly, but also understood by the respondents. The probands moved through the 

survey almost exclusively by clicking on the <previous>- and <next>-buttons. Critical was the shift 

from one household member to the next. During the first testing wave, it was not sufficiently 

highlighted when the questions for the second household member would start. There was no 

obvious hint in the perception of the respondents – they overlooked both the header in the 

breadcrumb and the new name of the section in the navigation tree. In the second testing wave, 

the switch was indicated by a simple introductory sentence explaining that the following data 

would refer to the next household member. This approach was effective, as it helped the pro-

bands to recognize the break more easily. In contrast to other NSIs, Destatis has not been able to 

provide an intermediate screen so far (a so called “dashboard”) which would probably announce 

even more visibly that the data entry for the second person starts. 
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User-initiated navigation: Destatis offered the additional option to move through the online form 

by clicking on a navigation tree on the left part of the screen. During the first testing wave, few 

probands noticed this functionality at all. When asked for its purpose, most of them regarded the 

navigation tree as a progress indicator. However, when in need, they also realised to use it in 

specific cases like skipping respondents or making corrections before sending the web ques-

tionnaire. Even though the design was similar to the Windows Explorer, most probands felt lost 

when starting to use the navigation tree because it was too detailed. With regard to this aspect, 

more testing is necessary. In the future, Destatis will encourage its respondents to use automatic 

navigation by <previous>- and <next>-buttons because this allows them to move through the ques-

tionnaire with little effort. Moreover, the navigation tree is to be promoted as a helpful tool to get 

quickly to the relevant question when an answer needs to be corrected or a household member 

needs to be skipped. Otherwise, too many clicks on the <previous>-button would be required 

without a dashboard being available. 

Additional features of the web questionnaire to be tested were the use of error messages, the 

placement and phrasing of explanations and the design and placement of functional buttons. 

The newly designed Microcensus/LFS web questionnaire also includes a confirmation page 

which presents respondents with their answers and the opportunity to make corrections before 

they conclude the survey. There is need for further discussions on the usefulness of a confirma-

tion page in the context of social surveys. In its current design, the pretesting results show, the 

confirmation page is very likely to confuse a substantial amount of respondents. Whether this 

feature therefore actually adds to data quality is questionable. Several respondents stated that if 

a confirmation page is included in the design of the web questionnaire, they would like to be 

able to directly enter their correction on the confirmation page, a feature that is currently not 

technically viable in IDEV.    

Conclusions  

To create a web questionnaire for several household members is a challenge, especially in long 

questionnaires like the LFS, but feasible after extensive pretesting. Based on the results of the 

ESSnet DCSS, Destatis will focus its further development of the online tool IDEV on making the 

different levels within the online form (household versus individual questions) more visible and 

facilitating navigation. Moreover, the frequency and placement of error checks will be reconsid-

ered as well as the implementation of user-friendly instructions.  

The employment concepts of the LFS are rather difficult to present without any interviewer being 

present in case of comprehension problems. Statistical definitions differ from everyday language. 
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Moreover, respondents do not know how to transfer their personal situation into the rigid grid of 

the web questionnaire. With good reason, the LFS aims at covering not only standard, but also 

atypical employment situations like being marginally or self-employed, having several small jobs 

or working on demand. These deviations from the norm are getting more and more frequent but 

are hard to capture within a self-completion questionnaire. The types of potential comprehension 

problems could already be identified by qualitative testing but their frequencies are still difficult 

to estimate. Quantitative testing would be the next step in improving the LFS web questionnaire. 
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1. Background 

In Germany, data for the Labour Force Survey (LFS) are collected by carrying out the annual Micro-

census.1 The household concept is applied: Individual members of more than 800,000 house-

holds are interviewed by using one questionnaire. The main mode is the computer-assisted per-

sonal interview (CAPI).2 A self-completion paper form (PAPI)3 is offered as an auxiliary mode only 

for households in which contact could not be made or CAPI was explicitly refused. In the future, 

web surveys (CAWI) should widely replace the paper questionnaire in order to simplify fieldwork, 

raise response rates, meet the expectations of the respondents and improve the timeliness of 

data delivery.  

For this purpose, an in-house-software (IDEV)4, based on Java, was developed in 2005 and em-

bedded in the overall IT-environment. It has become the standard tool for programming and host-

ing web questionnaires in German official statistics. Two software packages were already estab-

lished for CAPI and PAPI when CAWI was introduced as an additional mode. The technical devel-

opment has run separately for each mode, and IDEV is not (yet) prepared for other modes than 

CAWI. The IDEV tool is highly standardised for data collection with web questionnaires in German 

official statistics and it fits into the entire IT-environment and has appropriate interfaces with 

other software used at Destatis. While an external provider has been responsible for program-

ming the CAWI software and establishing standard features, the specific design for each survey is 

always set up anew by the in-house IT-section collaborating with the relevant subject-matter ex-

perts of Destatis. IDEV has been initially developed and used for business and administrative 

web surveys only. However, since 2009, the IT-section of Destatis has been working on adapting 

this software to the demands of social statistics and its target population.5 At the same time, 

                                                           

 

1 For more information see https://www.destatis.de/EN/Meta/abisz/Mikrozensus_e.html.  

2 The interviewer tool is implemented by the external software Blaise. 

3The paper questionnaires are designed using the external software Adobe InDesign. 

4This abbreviation stands for “internet data collection in the statistical system“. For more information (in 
German) see http://www.werum.de/de/il/egov/idev/index.jsp. Access to exemplary web questionnaires 
(in German) is available via guest account: https://www-idev.destatis.de/idev/OnlineMeldung. 

5Navigation was one of the main key features to simplify Destatis’ web questionnaires for respondents of 
social surveys. Business statistics mostly relies on navigation by tabs because the enterprises are used to 
it due to their internal software programmes. However, paging design proved more appropriate for social 
statistics as the respondents are more familiar with clicking on <previous>- and <next>-buttons from e-
commerce websites. 

https://www.destatis.de/EN/Meta/abisz/Mikrozensus_e.html
http://www.werum.de/de/il/egov/idev/index.jsp
https://www-idev.destatis.de/idev/OnlineMeldung
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survey methodologists have given valuable input to this comprehensive redesign by intensive 

pretesting (Blanke 2013).  

For the ESSnet project, Destatis could build on this previous work to test the current IDEV social 

survey design with regard to functionality, usability and fitting for the LFS. Therefore, the Micro-

census questionnaire (about 150 questions, including the LFS) was programmed using the new-

est version. Due to the expected technical and methodological challenges within such a large 

survey, the development of the whole instrument was conceived as a rather long, iterative pro-

cess (from February to May 2013 and from September to October 2013) with several rounds of 

checking and revising. IT, survey methodologists and subject-matter statisticians were involved 

in this exchange, having different perspectives on the web instrument.  

Comparable to most of the countries in the European Statistical System, Germany has conducted 

mixed-mode data collection for the LFS for several decades. For CAPI (the main mode) and PAPI 

(the auxiliary mode), almost the same question wording is used. The CAPI instrument sometimes 

differs, when a more suitable design has been advisable due to the interview situation itself (e. g. 

with regard to filter questions or the amount of response categories). For the pretest, the first 

major decision was thus on the transfer of the already existing list of questions into the web. The 

literature on mixed-mode data collection suggests two main strategies for questionnaire design 

(de Leeuw 2005): either to use the same question wording for all modes (uni-mode design) or to 

adapt each question to the specific mode (generalized mode design). When applying this gener-

alized design, intensive testing needs to safeguard functional equivalence, that means, even 

with different wording, the same concept should be expressed across modes. Even though func-

tional equivalence (and thus the mode-specific approach) is considered being the best concept 

in theory, this strategy did not seem to be feasible at Destatis. The wording in CAWI being very 

close to CAPI and PAPI was considered to be the “best compromise” for the moment – and for the 

future so that another mode (CATI) might be included into mixed-mode data collection. If revi-

sions within the wording will become necessary (e. g. due to requirements of Eurostat), the ques-

tions in all modes will have to be adjusted uniformly and at once. To sum up, Destatis basically 

applied the unimode design (the same wording in different modes) according to Dillman’s (2005) 

principles. Pretesting aimed at showing whether respondents would be able to understand cer-

tain sensitive and critical concepts in the context of employment in CAWI as in any other mode.  

 



11 

 

2. General aims of testing 

The purpose of this ESSnet pretest was to develop and design a Microcensus web questionnaire 

which meets the expectation of the respondents: “Don’t make me think.” (Krug 2005) They 

should be able to focus on the content rather than think about how to handle the instrument. The 

flow of the questionnaire needed to be clever and supportive, minimize incorrect or incomplete 

data entries as well as guide the respondents to the parts of the questionnaire that must be filled 

in. Overall, high data quality was to safeguard for most respondents, even though some re-

spondents might have preferred another design. Consequently, any decision on design was a 

trade-off between meeting of user-oriented design expectations and quality assurance. Pretest-

ing should evaluate and support the efforts of making this aim feasible. The content of the web 

questionnaire and therefore general comprehension problems were only of interest when data 

quality was seen at risk and essential LFS concepts were difficult to capture. Apart from these 

general decisions, there were four main areas of interest at Destatis when testing the CAWI in-

strument, as announced in the ESSnet application: a) handling of the automatic as well as the 

user-initiated navigation, b) type, amount and design of error checks and error messages, c) 

wording and layout of explanations, and d) comprehension of basic employment concepts of the 

LFS without an interviewer being present for immediate assistance. These objectives are more 

intensively described in chapter 4.  

 

3. Methodology of testing 

When developing and testing the CAWI questionnaire for the LFS, Destatis took the following 

methodological steps: 

a) Questionnaire Conference 

To begin the ESSnet DCSS pretest in Germany, a questionnaire conference was held in January 

2013. In addition to the survey methodologists of the pretesting section, the relevant subject-

matter statisticians of the Microcensus and the LFS participated in order to decide on the overall 

design and wording of the web questionnaire.  

On the one hand, CAWI is similar to PAPI because of self-completion and the same visual channel 

of communication (see Lynn et al. 2011). However, reading behaviour on screen is different in 

comparison to paper: Related to human-computer interaction, it is more about scanning key-

words than reading complete sentences so that the rule applies “the shorter, the better”. The 

design of the web questionnaire should be oriented towards other web applications (e. g. web-

sites or e-commerce online forms) and suited for self-administration without an interviewer being 
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present for immediate assistance. On the other hand, the web questionnaire also has similarities 

to the Blaise instrument for CAPI e. g. with regard to filter questions, branching, error checks, or 

the length of explanations. Finally, questions and response options sometimes have to be 

adapted to the special demands of the internet (e. g. when it comes to offering long response 

lists in drop-down menus). 

Another outcome of this questionnaire conference consisted in achieving a common understand-

ing on how to proceed and collaborate in-house while programming the web instrument. There-

fore, several IT-colleagues participated in the questionnaire conference as well. The first version 

of the web questionnaire was programmed from February to May 2013 in an iterative process.  

 

b)  Functionality and Performance Testing 

Before inviting potential respondents to fill in the web test questionnaire, the IT should be ena-

bled to eliminate smaller or larger bugs in order to avoid major problems due to a technically 

insufficient web questionnaire. Therefore, a functionality test was carried out. The insights from 

this test were incorporated into the design of the final web questionnaire and are documented in 

appendix 4 of this report.  

The appearance of electronic questionnaires is influenced by the browser, screen resolution and 

device that the respondents use. Official statistics cannot fully control the computer settings of 

its respondents, but must adapt to the constellations given by most of the users. At Destatis, the 

web questionnaires are optimised for the use of two browsers (Mozilla Firefox from version 16 

and Internet Explorer from version 8) and a standard screen resolution of 1024 x 768 px. Mobile 

devices have not been considered so far. Therefore, the survey methodologists of the pretesting 

section carried out a performance test in September 2013 by checking the appearance and func-

tions of the web questionnaire using a broad range of popular browsers, screen resolutions and 

devices. The aim was to ensure a flawless technical performance of the instrument for almost all 

users. The checklist for this expert review contained selected topics like visibility and usability of 

login, save and submit the form, navigation, branching, response formats, error checks, loading 

time and user-friendly displays. The detected problems were not widespread, but to some extent 

serious. The main results of performance testing are summarized in appendix 4.  

 

c)  Desk Evaluation by subject-matter experts 

Testing on functionality and performance does not automatically ensure usability (that means 

that respondents make use of the functions and understand the function. “A product by itself has 
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no value; it has only value insofar as it is used” (Dumas/Redish 1999) Therefore, the already 

improved electronic questionnaire was tested another time in a desk evaluation in October 2013. 

On the whole, 10 colleagues of Destatis were involved who were professionally inexperienced 

with web questionnaires, whereas 3/10 were familiar with the Microcensus/the LFS due to their 

working area. There were two ways of receiving feedback: One approach was to observe the sub-

ject-matter colleagues completing the web questionnaire on their own and initiate concurrent 

think aloud with a survey methodologist sitting next to them and making notes (N = 4). Another 

way of proceeding was to ask the subject-matter colleagues to document their main difficulties 

with the instrument in a structured protocol (see appendix 3), when they could not be observed 

during self-completion (N = 6). 

The desk evaluation was a very efficient and informative approach to get first insights into the 

main problems with the instrument in order to prepare usability testing. Moreover, the individual 

expert knowledge of the colleagues opened another perspective e. g. on the household concept 

and other complex topics that respondents usually do not reflect. To sum up, these were the 

main results of the desk evaluation (apart from minor individual difficulties and programming 

errors e. g. in skips):  

• Self-completion took longer than expected. The 6 colleagues giving written feedback not-

ed an average self-completion time of approximately 50 minutes for at least two house-

hold members.6 However, too long sessions may overburden probands and prove coun-

ter-productive. Therefore, self-completion during usability testing was limited to all ques-

tions for household member one (proband him-/herself) and the first 15 questions for 

another household member in order to have still time for the following cognitive inter-

view.  

• The household concept was not so easy to understand even for subject-matter experts. 8 

out of 10 colleagues thought that the transition from person to person was not clear 

enough. They missed an explicit hint on top of the new module or at least a change in de-

sign. If no such explicit or visual instruction is provided, one cannot expect the respond-

ents to recognise the switch between household members at once. Several questions to 

this complex topic were foreseen in usability testing.  

                                                           

 

6 It did not make sense to compute the duration of self-completion for the 4 subject-matter colleagues in 
the observation condition, because they were distracted by the concurrent think-aloud.  
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• 5 out of 10 colleagues became nervous during the long self-completion process because 

they did not see any possibility to save their preliminary entries or they had other prob-

lems doing so. They feared that all their entries might get lost. This aspect was also to 

address during usability testing. 

• Another problem in handling the instrument was to be found on the confirmation page. 

Scrolling was necessary in order to check all entries before sending. However, the loading 

time was rather long and scrolling seemed temporally delayed. 3 out of 10 colleagues 

had the feeling that the website had frozen.  

• Finally, when it comes to content, 5 out of 10 colleagues mentioned that it would be too 

difficult to specify the economic sector in an open text field.  

The IT adapted the instrument according to these results. However, the subject-matter statisti-

cians could not replace the unbiased view from an outside position that potential respondents 

bring in.  

 

d)  Two waves of Usability Testing  

In November 2013, Destatis conducted two waves of qualitative pretesting with an emphasis on 

usability aspects to consider the user experiences. All in all, 10 probands for wave one and 9 

probands for wave two came to the in-house pretest laboratory and received €30 in cash for 

transportation and participation in the approximately 1.5-hours-pretest.Table 1 gives an overview 

of their socio-demographic information.  

For the ESSnet pretest, a heterogeneous group of probands was recruited. Given the complex 

concepts of the LFS, the most important selection criteria were occupation (being employed – 

being unemployed – being in school or training) and household size (> 1). Moreover, it was fore-

seen that marginal or part-time employment might cause serious comprehension problems. Pro-

bands in these situations were recruited with priority. As more women are in atypical employ-

ment, more probands were female. However, according to former pretesting experiences, there is 

no evidence for gender-related differences in completing a web questionnaire. It was rather as-

sured that the invited persons regularly use a computer (at least once a week for their job or at 

home). Former pretesting experiences have also shown that respondents of 60 years and older 

navigate less intuitively through electronic questionnaires, have extreme handling problems and 

mostly would not choose the web mode. Therefore, they are also underrepresented in the sam-

ple. In contrast, highly educated people are slightly overrepresented (see Appendix 1.5).  



15 

 

According to our instructions, the invited respondents gave complete answers for themselves 

being the first household member. They were also asked to deliver proxies for a second person in 

their household, but only for a limited set of questions. In the first wave, the average self-

completion time was 42 minutes (minimum value: 22 minutes; maximum value: 90 minutes). 

Hence, the Microcensus/LFS is twice as long as the usually recommended 20 minutes maximum 

for user-friendly web surveys. The objective response burden is thus very high. The probands of 

the first wave were asked to guess how long it took them to fill in the questionnaire. 6/10 were 

able to provide a nearly accurate estimation. Moreover, only 3/10 explicitly complained about 

the length and thereby about the high subjective response burden. For the second wave, the 

questionnaire was shortened and contained fewer topics (employment status, general education, 

nationality, income and wages, and pension insurance).7 By this, the average self-completion 

time could be reduced to 24 minutes (minimum value: 16 minutes; maximum value: 31 minutes) 

which is much more appropriate to ensure data quality in a web survey.  

With their consent, all probands could be recorded audio-visually while filling in the web ques-

tionnaire on their own and in absence of the interviewer who was sitting in the observation room 

next door. In a structured protocol, first observations (concerning obvious mistakes, navigation, 

reading and clicking behaviour) were written down to prepare the subsequent cognitive inter-

view. As the probands sat in front of a usability work station, their facial expressions, gestures 

and small statements during self-completion could be well observed via webcam. These observa-

tions are analysed by creating matrix displays. Additionally, a fixed eye-tracker recorded their 

eye-movements and mouse clicks on screen also for a later in-depth analysis of what they did 

(not) pay attention to during self-completion (see Tries 2010). These eye-tracking data give valu-

able insights into behavioural patterns which the respondents cannot remember or verbalise. 

This report will use heatmaps and key figures (like count, order or duration of fixations) to enrich 

the results of the subsequent qualitative interview.  

For uncovering what respondents might have (mis)understood during self-completion, cognitive 

interviewing was conducted by three experienced interviewers, based on a semi-standardised 

testing protocol. The utilised interview techniques were mainly probing and paraphrasing. As a 

kind of “warming-up” at the beginning of the talk, the probands were invited to describe their 

personal situation briefly, how they live and what they do for a living. The aim behind this narra-

tive part was to identify the individual household and employment status which has to be trans-

                                                           

 

7 The following topics were withdrawn: working hours within the last three months, educational attainment, 
further training, employment 12 months ago and place of residence 12 months ago. 
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ferred correctly into the web questionnaire. Thereby, the interviewer was enabled to detect as-

signments to inappropriate response categories which respondents are not always aware of. 

Apart from detecting comprehension and allocation problems, specific extra tasks (e. g. with re-

gard to the saving function or the best way how to correct mistakes) helped to verbalise difficul-

ties in handling the instrument as intended. The cognitive interviews took 54 minutes on average 

across both waves. They are analysed using the qualitative data software “MaxQDA” (see Sattel-

berger/Blanke 2009).  

To sum up, three different sources of information were analysed in a triangulative approach due 

to quality assurance reasons (see Sattelberger/Tries 2010) to search for an appropriate design: 

I. The self-completion process itself (navigation through the form, activated error checks, clicks 

on hyperlinks with explanations, corrections made, obvious difficulties, exceptional facial 

expressions and gestures, etc.) 

II. All eye-movements during self-completion (gaze duration on specific parts of the question-

naire, main areas of interest or ignorance on certain pages, etc.) 

III. Summarised information about the response process derived from cognitive interviewing 

(thoughts during self-completion, reasons for difficulties, evaluation of specific parts or func-

tions of the questionnaire, etc.) 

The web questionnaire was revised for a third time between the two waves to test the revised 

layout. The overall results are described in detail in chapter 4 of this report that also gives further 

recommendations for improvement. The findings will be differentiated between testing waves 

only if the design has been significantly changed. Please be aware that the number of probands 

may vary within the report for two reasons: Firstly, some questions of the cognitive testing proto-

col were left out for some probands due to their individual self-completion process. Secondly, the 

eye-tracking data was not optimal for all respondents at all times (mostly because of their glass-

es or hard contact lenses), so that they had to be (partly) excluded from analysis. Consistently 

precise or at least partly precise eye-tracking data were available for 9/10 probands in wave 1 

and 6/9 probands in wave 2.  

 

4. Detailed aims of testing, findings and recommendations 

 Destatis worked on the following detailed aims of testing sorted by general topics described in 

chapter 2. 
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Navigation within a household questionnaire 

Generally, the strength of an electronic questionnaire lies in its automatic navigation (by <next>- 

and <previous>-buttons). Respondents are guided through the form without the need to think 

about which questions need to be answered next. The programming of the user interface is usu-

ally quite easy and straightforward. However, Destatis follows the household approach that re-

quires one web questionnaire for all persons living in the household. Ideally, all household 

members enter their data step by step in one session and in the given order. The reality will often 

be different: Not all household members might be available at the same time. Then the house-

hold needs to skip single respondents on its own (and thus not automatically). For solving such 

problematic situations, a navigation tree on the left part of the screen shall serve as the appro-

priate tool in order to select certain household members and answer only certain modules of the 

questionnaire. The research questions with regard to navigation are:  

• Do the respondents understand the two options of navigating through the form (via <pre-

vious>- and <next>-buttons and/or via navigation tree)?  

• Do the two options lead to both flexibility and user-friendliness or do they confuse the re-

spondents, producing more errors?  

• Do the respondents realise that there are different symbols in the navigation tree (yellow 

warning triangles for soft checks, red crosses for hard checks)? Do they understand that 

the green ticks for completed modules serve as a kind of overview and progress indica-

tor? 

• How do the users orient themselves when switching between different modules and/or 

household members? Do they recognise when the questions for the first household 

member end and when the questions for the second household member start? How can 

the transition (from person to person) be facilitated?  

• How would respondents proceed with their household during self-completion at home? Is 

it clear that they could leave the form at any time, save preliminary answers and login 

again? Do they recognise that the functionality “save” is presented by the disk icon and 

the functionality of “load” by the folder icon? Does the household approach (one ques-

tionnaire, one access code) promote proxies?  

 

Error messages 
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The integration of error checks is considered to be an advantage of electronic questionnaires. 

Implausible or incomplete answers can be corrected during or after data entry by the respond-

ents themselves. This may contribute to “clean” data sets right from the start of data collection. 

Additionally, respondents also expect some checks by default like in other web applications 

(e. g. the annual tax declaration). However, soft, hard or edit checks do not only lead to positive 

effects. For instance, a survey including too many error checks may result in higher drop-out 

rates. Consequently, it is a tightrope walk to decide how to adequately arrange a comprehensive 

and sufficient set of error checks in order to safeguard high data quality on the one hand and not 

to overburden the respondents on the other hand. The following research questions are of inter-

est when it comes to error messages:  

• What is a suitable design for error checks?  

• How many and which error checks are useful / are being tolerated by the respondents be-

fore getting tired of them and (mentally) dropping out? Are they beneficial to data quality? 

• Do the respondents recognise the difference between soft and hard checks or is it more 

appropriate to rely on one type of error?  

• Are the respondents willing and able to correct all errors and navigate from one to anoth-

er (especially after sending and being already on the confirmation page)?  

• Is it reasonable to allow empty options rather than implementing explicit “don’t-know”? 

How do respondents proceed with questions explicitly marked as optional?  

 

Explanations 

Since the web instrument is designed for self-completion, no interviewer can assist and intervene 

when comprehension problems occur. Consequently, it is advisable to show essential definitions 

directly on screen and in the context of the question. Any additional click may prevent many re-

spondents from at least having a short look at the explanations and then deciding on their use-

fulness. The research questions for explanations can be summarised as such:  

• Which design does assist in persuading the respondents to read or at least scan the ex-

planations? Do they prefer explanations below the question? Can the overload of infor-

mation be reduced by combining keywords visible at first glance with more details be-

hind hyperlinks that are actually used by the respondents?  
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• Do the respondents understand the given explanations and do they apply what they have 

read when giving their answers?  

 

Employment concepts 

The measurement of employment according to LFS operationalisation is based on several sophis-

ticated definitions which the general population is less familiar with. In CAPI, the interviewer may 

ensure that the concepts are applied properly when respondents show signs of confusion or 

overburden. For CAWI, no interviewer is available to help out. Even if explanations are presented, 

most respondents might rather use their everyday understanding to transfer their personal situa-

tion to the questionnaire. Therefore, the overall research question with regard to the LFS em-

ployment questions is:  

• Which statistical concepts might be misunderstood? Which concepts need more context 

information or explanations?  

Before pretesting, the ESSnet Consortium identified a list of sensitive and critical LFS questions. 

Derived from that, Destatis selected the following specific concepts that should be paid particu-

lar attention to during usability testing:  

• Employment status and job search, e. g.: How do the respondents classify themselves, 

for instance in terms of general employment or full-time/part-time working? Are small 

jobs, several jobs and self-employed jobs captured correctly? Are the alternating refer-

ence periods (e. g. last week, in the last four weeks, in the last six months) applied as in-

tended? Do they differentiate between being unemployed and seeking employment? 

What do they include when being asked for job search (e. g. small jobs)?  

• Job title and economic sector, e. g.: How are the statistical terms understood? Are there 

specific problems when filling in the open text fields and formulating in own words? How 

do marginally employed respondents proceed?  

• Working hours (number of hours actually worked vs. numbers of hours usually worked), 

e. g.: How do respondents derive their answer and how do they rate its accuracy? Are they 

able to differentiate between actual and usual working hours? Do they deduct time not 

spent at work (for example, due to illness, vacation or public holidays)? Are regular over-

time and extra hours taken into account? Do the respondents miss further assistance?  

• Income and wages, e. g.: How do the respondents calculate personal and household in-

come? Do they consider all available sources of income? Do they identify what is their 
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main source of income? Do they understand that there is a difference to their average 

monthly wages? 
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4.1 Template A: Critical questions & concepts  

1) Labour status and employment characteristics: Does self-classification work? ...................... 22 

2) Different time periods across the survey: Do respondents correctly identify the various 

reference periods? ..................................................................................................................... 25 

3) Job title and economic sector: Do respondents give meaningful answers to open questions? 27 

4) Job qualifications: Can respondents distinguish between qualifications required for their job 

and their actual personal qualifications? ................................................................................... 31 

5) Subjectively assessing working time: How do respondents distinguish between full-time and 

part-time jobs?........................................................................................................................... 33 

6) Start of employment: Is it easy for respondents to say when they began working in their current 

occupation? ............................................................................................................................... 35 

7) Number of working hours: Can respondents distinguish between several concepts? ............. 37 

8) Respondents with more than one job: Is it clear that different sections of the survey refer to 

different jobs? ............................................................................................................................ 40 

9) Job search: Which definition do respondents have of “job search”? ....................................... 42 

10) Methods used to find work: How do respondents cope with the long list of answers? .......... 44 

11) Registering at public employment offices: Do respondents comprehend the difference 

between “being unemployed” and “seeking work”? .................................................................. 48 

12) Sources of income: Do respondents correctly indicate all their sources of income? .............. 50 

13) Income: How do respondents calculate their monthly income? ............................................ 53 

14) Household income: How do respondents calculate their household income? ...................... 56 

15) Main source of income: Do respondents correctly identify their main source of income? ...... 59 
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1) Main activity status and professional status: Does self-classification work?  
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LFS-variable (one or more) MAINSTAT, STAPRO 

Country-specific question numbers Questions 14 and 21  

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

14: If you consider your recent situation: What does apply to you 
best?(MAINSTAT) 

• employee, public servant 
• self-employed, freelancer 
• employee on parental leave 
• employee on partial retirement 
• (…) 

 
21: What applies to your current occupation? (STATPRO) 

• self-employed, without any employees 
• self-employed with employees 
• (…) 

 
 

Specified aims of testing 

The general comprehension of the given questions was of high in-
terest. Even though the follow-up of questions after Q14 will cover 
people who preliminarily indicated not being employed, it was cru-
cial to know if this basic classification actually captures what it is 
supposed to. This task might be cognitively demanding, especially 
for people who are in diverse situations at the same time (e. g. 
housewives or unemployed with a side job). Are they able to allo-
cate themselves correctly to a single response option?  
 
 

Type of problem 
Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  

Comprehend 1 (for specific groups, see issues identified)  
Access/ 
Retrieval 

0 
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1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Process/ 
Judgement 

1(for specific groups, see issues identified) 

Report 1(for specific groups, see issues identified) 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

1  
 

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
2(for a specific group of respondents) 

Data Quality 
2 (for a specific group of respondents) 

Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

Probands in regular full-time or part-time employment do not show 
any problems. In contrast, difficulties occur for two other groups of 
respondents for whom several assessments of their situation would 
apply: 
• Housewives who are marginally employed tend to classify 

themselves subjectively as being employed, even if they do not 
spend most of their time on the job.  

• Registered as unemployed respondents tend to characterise 
themselves either as a housewife or as an employee, if they are 
an unpaid family worker and/or marginally employed.  

In both cases, there seems to be a social desirability effect: If you 
are unemployed, it sounds better to be a housewife. If you are a 
housewife, it sounds better to be employed. As these respondents 
fluctuate between several response options, they would prefer to 
describe their personal situation more extensively by clicking on 
multiple answers. Moreover, eye-tracking heatmaps show that the 
attention for the response categories of question 21 in the second 
column is low, especially compared to the question. The probands 
gave the feedback that there is a lot of unstructured text that is dif-
ficult to scan. Most often, they only read until the first plausible re-
sponse option occurs. So the last response category “small job” is 
probably not well perceived. 



24 

 

 

Frequency of prob-
lems 

e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 

6/18 probands across both testing waves 
 3/4 housewives in marginal employment 
 3/4 unemployed in marginal employment and/or being 

housewives in addition 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 + 3, maybe also 4, if the suggestions are not implementable. 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

The questions could be redesigned to allow for multiple answers so 
that the allocation becomes easier for the respondents for whom 
several descriptions of their situation apply. However, it needs to be 
taken into account that this change might cause problems with the 
skips, as these two questions are gatekeepers for the whole section 
on employment status. Furthermore, the position of the response 
option “small job” needs to be reconsidered. 

Additional comments 

There are two other problems encountered with regard to reading 
and understanding of different concepts: First, several probands did 
not notice the difference between question Q14 main activity status 
and Q21 on the professional status (STAPRO). They complained 
about being repeatedly asked the same question. Second, probands 
only found out that a second job is also of interest when the ques-
tion was displayed on the screen, after already filling in a lot of 
questions about their employment. During this filling in process, 
respondents wondered how to indicate the second job. Thus, the 
order in this self-completed questionnaire might be different from 
that in the CAPI instrument, which could be considered problematic 
when following a strict unimode approach. 
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2) Reference periods: Do respondents correctly identify the various reference periods? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) WSTATOR, LOOKOJ, REGISTER, no LFS variable 

Country-specific question numbers Questions 17, 77, 108 and 109 

Country-specific question/answering categories (engl.) 

17: Have you worked in your (side) job last week at least for one 
hour?  

• Yes 
• No 

77: Have you searched for another or an additional job in the last 4 
weeks? [explanations] 

• Yes 
• No 

108: Were you registered at the Employment Agency or other offices 
of employment last week? 

• Yes, as unemployed 
• Yes, but only as seeking work 
• No 

109: Have you had any contact to the Employment Agency or other 
offices of employment in the last six months? [explanations] 

• Yes 
• No 

 

Specified aim of testing 

Many questions within the LFS require a specific temporal reference 
point (e. g. last week, in the last four weeks, in the last six months). 
The frequent changes in time might be confusing or annoying for the 
respondents. Therefore, the pretest aimed at detecting whether the 
respondents recognized the variety of reference periods and applied 
them correctly. 

Type of problem 
Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  

Comprehend 0 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

0 
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1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Process/ 
Judgement 

0 

Report 0 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

0 

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
1 

Data Quality 
0 

Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

With regard to question 7, all probands across both testing waves 
(11/11) recognized the reference period on request. The same ap-
plies for question 77 (13/13 probands) and for the switch from 
question 108 (last week) and 109 (last six months; 9/9 probands). 
There is no overall need to highlight the specific reference period 
per question.  
 

Frequency of prob-
lems e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 

See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

1 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

The reference periods could be highlighted in format (e. g. italic or 
dotted underlined) if the wording of sequenced questions is too 
similar.  

Additional comments  –  
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3) Job title and economic sector: Do respondents give meaningful answers to open questions? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) ISCO4D, no LFS variable for additional job, NACE3D 

Country-specific question numbers 
Questions 25 and 29 (for the main job) 
Questions 65 and 68 (for the additional job) 

Country-specific question/answering categories (engl.) 

25 / 65: Please name the job title for your (additional) occupation 
and the field you are working in. [explanations + open text field] 
 
29 / 68: Please fill in the economic sector/branch of the company 
(local unity/branch office), in which you have your (additional) job. 
[explanations + open text field] 
 

Specified aim of testing 

The respondents were asked to specify their current job(s) by nam-
ing both the job title and the economic sector. The answer was to be 
given in open text fields. According to former testing experience, it 
might be difficult for respondents to express statistically relevant 
data in their own words and in written form, especially with regard to 
such complex topics as employment.  

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 2 (particularly for NACE) 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

1 (particularly for NACE) 

Process/ 
Judgement 

2 (particularly for NACE) 

Report 2 (particularly for NACE) 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

0 

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
2 (particularly for NACE) 

Data Quality 
2 (see matrix 1.1) 
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Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

Analysing the different sources of information from the two testing 
waves, there is strong evidence that the questions on job title and – 
even more – on the economic sector are difficult to understand and 
to answer. According to the observation protocols, 7/17 probands 
had an unusual behaviour (e. g. thinking for a very long time, sigh-
ing, moaning, and deep breathing). Most error messages (see tem-
plate B, chapter 4.2) and most hyperlinks with further explanations 
(see template B, chapter 4.2) were activated in this context. In the 
cognitive interview, 8/17 probands mentioned by themselves that 
they regard naming the economic sector as extremely demanding 
and that they were still not sure about the correct answer. 5/17 pro-
bands even said that the economic sector was their main problem in 
the web questionnaire.  
Concerning the job title, the respondents usually understood that 
they should specify their current occupation and not their trained 
profession. However, this was more difficult for people in marginal 
employment or with a side job. On the one hand, there was a social 
desirability effect: “Office clerk” sounds better than being an unem-
ployed with a side job as a “cleaning lady.” On the other hand, it 
was a question of personal relevance: Having been marginally em-
ployed for half a year is regarded as a short-time activity and there-
fore not as relevant to mention as a “real” trained profession one 
had worked in for over 20 years. Only 1 proband with several jobs 
had problems to which occupation to refer to, so she typed in both 
of them in the same open text field. At first, she did not notice that 
there was another section for her second job and when it came, she 
had forgotten about having already answered it before.  
With regard to the economic sector, the respondents had some gen-
eral problems how specified their entries should be (e. g. non-
governmental organization, Catholic Church or social services). They 
liked to orient themselves on the given examples in the explana-
tions directly below the questions, but this has only worked for cas-
es in which the described situation was similar to the probands’ 
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own (e. g. for teachers).  
The term “economic sector” is statistical terminology and therefore 
not part of their active language, especially if not working for the 
private economy, but for the public service (8/17). Then the pro-
bands tended to fill in the concrete name of their employer (e. g. 
German Armed Forces, Hessian riot police, regional government 
authority of Hesse, Johannes Gutenberg University of Mainz). Fur-
thermore, the classification was also difficult for the self-employed 
(e g. a nanny and a masseuse).  
Although the explanations behind the hyperlink were used very of-
ten, they were not regarded as useful. 4/17 probands explicitly re-
ferred to them as too long and too complicated –1 proband even 
called them “incredibly cruel.” The problem was that the respond-
ents did not understand the content of the additional help, but held 
on the keywords that did actually not contain the gist. For example, 
the reference to potential local unities of the company was quite 
misleading for 1 proband working as a self-employed reflexology 
masseuse, because she finally typed in “at home” instead of an 
economic sector. Another proband adopted the keyword „Arbeit-
nehmerüberlassung“, but could not explain what it means (~ tempo-
rary employment).  
 

Frequency of prob-
lems e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 

See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

The explanations below the question and behind the hyperlink 
should be revised, given the severe comprehension problems in the 
pretest. Especially the marginal employed and those with side jobs 
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should feel to be addressed. Exceptions like “local unities” and 
“Arbeitnehmerüberlassung” should be less visually present so that 
the focus is reduced during scanning. To make the question-answer 
process easier, 4/17 probands suggested changing the response 
format from open text fields to selection lists what would make the 
formulation in own words obsolete and assist the respondents in 
better understanding the intention behind the questions. This would 
reduce the burden both for the respondents and the coders, thereby 
increasing data quality. This automated procedure should be tested 
in advance.  

Additional comments  –  
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4) Job qualifications: Can respondents distinguish between qualifications required for their job and their actual per-

sonal qualifications? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) ISCO4D , no LFS variable for additional job 

Country-specific question numbers 
Question 26 (for the main job)  
Question 66 (for the additional job)  

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

Which qualification is usually required for your current occupation? 
• No training (assistance) 
• (…) 

 

Specified aim of testing 

In the first testing wave, we tested whether the respondents recog-
nised the difference between the training they had before starting 
their job and the usual training one needs to acquire to be able to 
do this job. Only this last point is subject of the question (not the 
actual personal qualification of the respondents), but seems to be 
more difficult to deliver, especially if working in a field with many job 
changers. Again marginally employed respondents or those with a 
side job might be confused if their current occupation needs less 
qualification than their original profession. 

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 1 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

1 

Process/ 
Judgement 

1 

Report 1 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

0 

Impact on Impact of issue? 
0 = None known Burden 

1 
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1 = Some 
2 = Serious Data Quality 

1 

Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

For people being employed in their original profession or on a simi-
lar training level, there are no problems to respond. However, 5/7 
probands in testing wave 1 described their working field as predes-
tinated for job changers (e. g. supply teachers, sales or public rela-
tions); 4 of them can also be described as being marginally em-
ployed or having a side job. On the whole, 2 probands were not sure 
about their answer, because their colleagues chose diverse ways to 
get the job, sometimes without any training at all. In the end, 2/7 
probands were not capable to abstract, but referred in their answer 
to their own qualification. The problem was not further investigated 
in testing wave two.  

Frequency of prob-
lems e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 

See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

The “usually required” qualification is a very abstract technical term 
that causes problems for respondents working in a field of job 
changers. If the respondents shall not refer to their own qualifica-
tion, they need a clear reference group to reduce the response bur-
den (e. g. most of their colleagues on the same level). 

Additional comments  –  
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5) Subjectively assessing working time: How do respondents distinguish between full-time and part-time jobs? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) FTPT 

Country-specific question numbers Question 39 

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

Do you work full-time or part-time? 
• Full-time 
• Part-time 

 

Specified aim of testing 

The pretesting should find out how easy it is for the respondents to 
classify their working hours as full-time or part-time. It was to fear 
that comprehension difficulties would come up for the marginally 
employed or people with a side job. Both groups usually work very 
few hours. Moreover, no explanation gives concrete hints what is 
full-time and what is part-time, because this could highly vary 
among jobs. Whereas 40 hours correspond to regular full-time in 
most jobs of private economy, other economic sectors have different 
benchmarks (e. g. net lessons for teachers without preparation and 
follow-up). The question allows the respondents to subjectively as-
sess their job what might be difficult. In addition, respondents with 
several jobs might get confused to which occupation to refer to (the 
main job = the one with the longest working hours, according to the 
explanations below the question).  

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 0 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

0 

Process/ 
Judgement 

1 

Report 1 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

1 (a skip might be required for the marginally employed with a 
“minijob”) 
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Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
1 

Data Quality 
0 

Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

Most probands do not have any doubts how to classify their jobs, 
because the technical terms of full-time and part-time are also used 
in their everyday working environment. The working hours that are 
mentioned as a benchmark vary between 25 and 40+ (for full-time) 
or between 20 and 35- (for part-time). However, no confusion results 
from this intersection. The respondents proceed intuitively.  
However, across both testing waves, 4/11 probands who are mar-
ginally employed or with a side job wondered why there was no spe-
cific response option for them (e. g. “minijob”) or why they were not 
filtered out, because the question in its current wording would not fit  
in their personal situation (“neither full-time nor part-time”). They all 
chose “part-time” as a rather insufficient response. 1 proband with 
two side jobs added the working hours of both of them (still classify-
ing herself as part-time); she did not know to which occupation to 
refer to, because the question wording did not tell her. 

Frequency of prob-
lems e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 

See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

The routing should be reconsidered, so that marginally employed 
respondents (“minijobs”, “450-€-jobs”) potentially skip question 
39 on full-time/part-time. For all other respondents, no additional 
explanation is necessary to understand the intention. However, for 
respondents with several jobs, it would be beneficial to refer to the 
main or first occupation.  

Additional comments  –  
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6) Start of employment: Is it easy for respondents to say when they began working in their current occupation? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) no LFS variable 

Country-specific question numbers Question 46 

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 
When did you start your current occupation? [explanation below the 
question + open text field for month and year] 

Specified aim of testing 

During the pretest, it was questioned whether the respondents 
could say what their current occupation is. Did they have any prob-
lems e. g. due to change of employer? Did they remember the con-
crete date or did they make an approximate estimation? 

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 1 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

2 

Process/ 
Judgement 

1 

Report 1 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

0 

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
2 

Data Quality 
1, but not always controllable 

Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

To name the start of employment was easier for respondents who 
have just recently changed their occupation, who had clear cuts in 
their occupational biography (e. g. due to unemployment or paternal 
leave) or who could orient themselves on given dates (e. g. the 
school year for teachers or the expiry date for temporal contracts of 
employment). All other respondents rather estimated the starting 
point of their occupation. However, the data quality (if the given 
dates were correct) could not be controlled.  
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Since most of the probands across both testing waves (8/13) did 
not refer to changes in occupation or employer, they did not point 
out specific problems apart from general retrieval issues.  
With regard to the other 5 cases, there was a change of occupation 
within the same employer (1/5), a change of occupation and em-
ployer (2/5) and the extension of temporal contracts within the 
same employer still doing the same occupation (2/5). In all these 
cases, the respondents did not show any confusion, but entered the 
latest starting date (the latest = the current occupation) what should 
be correct.  
Obviously wrong entries could be identified only for 1 proband who 
thought she did not change her employment (starting date in 1985). 
However, she has interrupted her job due to paternal leave for ap-
proximately 10 years and then has returned to the same employer in 
2000, but for another job. Cognitive interviewing showed that she 
supposed to be requested to enter the starting date of her overall 
employment history: „What was in between, who cares?”  
Another proband activated an edit check due to a formatting error 
(see matrix 1.2): She entered a two-digit year, but was finally able to 
correct to four-digit, like the instruction said.  

Frequency of prob-
lems 

e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 
See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

The explanation could be extended via hyperlink. It would be useful 
to learn about how to correctly proceed with exceptional cases (like 
paternal leave, changes of occupation within the same employer or 
extensions of temporal contracts). If exact dates are requested, the 
respondents should be made aware to check their paper contract.  

Additional comments  –  



37 

 

7) Number of working hours: Can respondents distinguish between several concepts? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) 
HWUSUAL, HWACTUAL, HWACTUA2 (usual hours in additional job no 
LFS variable) 

Country-specific question numbers 
Questions 48 + 49 (for the main job) 
Questions 69 + 70 (for the additional job) 
 

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

48 / 69: How many hours do you usually work per week, including 
regular overtime and standby time? [explanation + open text field] 
49 / 70: How many hours have you actually worked last week? [ex-
planation + open text field] 

Specified aim of testing 

Working respondents were required to enter firstly the number of 
usual working hours per week and then the number of actual work-
ing hours last week. As these questions follow each other, the dif-
ference should become more obvious. For example, the actual work-
ing hours could be higher (e. g. due to overtime work, extra training 
or home office) or lower (e. g. due to overtime reduction, illness or 
vacation) than normally. So what do the respondents consider when 
adding the relevant working hours? Do they use the explanations 
below the question and behind the hyperlink? How do respondents 
with several jobs proceed? Do they have any difficulties with regard 
to the reference point? 

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 2 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

1 

Process/ 
Judgement 

1 

Report 1 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

0 



38 

 

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
2 

Data Quality 
1 

Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

The overall data quality (if the given numbers were correct) was not 
controllable. However, cognitive interviewing helped to detect obvi-
ous difficulties.  
The number of usual working hours per week were interpreted cor-
rectly by 6/13 probands to be the average amount, whereas some 
more (7/13) thought in the wrong direction, namely of the agreed 
number of working hours according to their specific contract. The 
difference may be minimal, but sum up on the aggregate level. 1 
proband criticized that he had the feeling to be controlled by official 
statistics.  
The additional explanation behind the hyperlink on standby time 
was not used and nobody explicitly referred to the directly visible 
explanations within and below the questions. The respondents 
seem to proceed intuitively. 
For 6/13 probands across both testing waves, the actual working 
hours were higher than usually. 2/13 probands said that last week, 
they worked less than normally. The difference was about 1 to 2 
hours and resulted from overtime or overtime reduction. For 5/13 
probands, the two numbers were identical. While the cognitive in-
terviewers had no possibility to verify these entries, each case 
sounded plausible. Only 1 proband made a small calculation error 
(5 x 5.5 usual working hours = 27.5, not 29). 
Irrespective of usual vs. actual working hours, further problems oc-
curred for some respondents with several jobs. 2 of them added all 
working hours because it was cognitively too complex for them to 
keep their occupations separated over the web questionnaire with-
out having a regular memory aid (e. g. a clearly emphasized refer-
ence to the first, second, etc. job).  
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Finally, there has been no identifiable evidence so far how the re-
spondents proceed when rounding numbers (e. g. to whole number 
or in steps of five). 

Frequency of prob-
lems e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 

See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 +  
 
3 (how the respondents proceed when rounding numbers) 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

It should be indicated within an explanation below the question that 
the usual working hours are not always identical, but may differ from 
the working hours by contract. An alternative would be to ask for the 
number in the contract as well so that the difference might become 
more obvious in the sequence of questions. 
To improve orientation for respondents with several jobs, it should 
be reconsidered whether it might be technically possible to enumer-
ate the jobs over the whole questionnaire (e. g. How many hours 
have you actually worked in your first job the last week?).  

Additional comments  –  
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8) Respondents with more than one job: Is it clear that different sections of the survey refer to different jobs? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) EXIST2J 

Country-specific question numbers 61 

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

Have you got an additional job or a side job?  
Yes, namely 

• an additional job or a side job 
• several additional jobs or side jobs 

No 
 

Specified aim of testing 

The emphasis during testing was less on the content of this ques-
tion, but rather on the change of perspective for respondents having 
several jobs. At this point, it should be clear for them that the ques-
tions before were about their first job and the starting section deals 
with the other job(s). Do these respondents need more support in 
differentiating between several occupations in the course of the web 
questionnaire?  

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 1 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

1 

Process/ 
Judgement 

0 

Report 0 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

1  

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
2 

Data Quality 
2 
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Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

Across both testing waves, 3/5 probands with several jobs had ma-
jor problems in differentiating between them in the course of the 
questionnaire. 2 of them said that the reference point was not clear 
until question 61 when the second job came into play and a change 
of perspective was explicitly required. Before this switch, they were 
extremely confused what manifested itself in backwards and for-
wards clicking to find out whether the questions were still on the 
first job. The third proband unsystematically switched between her 
jobs when answering the questions and got even more confused 
when talking about it in the cognitive interview (maybe due to lan-
guage problems).  

Frequency of prob-
lems 

e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 
See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 
 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

Orientation for respondents with several jobs might be improved by 
naming the relevant job within the breadcrumb above the question 
or even within the text of crucial questions (e. g. How many hours 
have you actually worked in your first job the last week?). However, 
potential technical limitations of the web instrument must be taken 
into account and overcome in the long run to reduce response bur-
den and increase data quality.  

Additional comments  –  
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9) Job search: Which definition do respondents have of “job search”? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) LOOKOJ, SEEKWORK 

Country-specific question numbers 
Question 77 (for the employed) 
Question 89 (for the unemployed) 

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

77 / 89: Have you searched for another or an additional job in the 
last 4 weeks? [explanations] 

• Yes 
• No 

 

Specified aim of testing 

The understanding of job search is broad in this context. It includes, 
for example, both the search for side jobs and the search based on 
own initiative (beyond the German Employment Agency, e. g. by 
following vacancies in the newspaper or the internet). During test-
ing, it was of interest whether the respondents capture the concept 
in this wide sense or whether they are in doubt what to include. 

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 0 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

0 

Process/ 
Judgement 

1 

Report 1 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

0 

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
0 

Data Quality 
1 

Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

On request, all probands across both testing waves (16/16) were 
able to define the job search in a broad sense. Actually, 4 of them 
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problems said that they looked for (new/additional) jobs within this time peri-
od. A few minor problems in process/judgment occurred when it 
came to what to include: 

• 1 proband had a job offer without actively searching for the 
opportunity to do a side job besides his studies.  

• Another proband working as a self-employed nanny 
searched for an additional child to look after. Thereby, she 
would not increase her number of working hours, but in-
crease her hourly wages.  

Frequency of prob-
lems e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 

See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

1 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

The described cases of doubt in understanding are probably ex-
tremely rare so that the explanations should not be extended for the 
benefit of less text to read.  

Additional comments  –  
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10) Methods used to find work: How do respondents cope with the long list of answers?  
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LFS-variable (one or more) METHODA – METHODM 

Country-specific question numbers Question 99 

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

Have you done anything in the last 4 weeks to find (another) occu-
pation? Check all that applies. 
Yes, namely… 

• (…)  
No 
 

Specified aim of testing 

The testing firstly aimed at questioning the comprehension. Be-
sides, how did the respondents proceed when being confronted 
with a long response list like this? Do they recognise the response 
format of check boxes that they could click on several options 
(check all that applies)? 

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 1 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

0 

Process/ 
Judgement 

1 

Report 1 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

0 

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
1 

Data Quality 
1 

Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

The separate heatmaps of the first wave (N = 5) and the second 
wave (N = 3) show that the overall attention of the respondents 
(usually being on the question text) shifts to the large list of re-



45 

 

sponse options. 
On request, all probands across both testing waves (11/11) knew 
that the response format allows clicking on several options. Howev-
er, the check boxes are not self-explanatory; only 1 proband referred 
to the “squares” instead of radio buttons. The others found it out via 
“trial and error” or explicitly mentioned the instruction “Check all 
that applies.” 
With regard to the specific response options, some minor compre-
hension problems occurred: 

• 1 proband indicated that she clicked on “applications to job 
vacancies” (mentioned on the upper part of the list), but not 
on “reading job vacancies” (mentioned on the lower part of 
the list). This was due to the order of the response options, 
she said. Furthermore, she recommended bringing them in a 
more logical order (first reading, then applying to job vacan-
cies).  

• Another proband misunderstood the technical term “private 
employment service”. She did not think of a private agency, 
but of private people searching for someone helping them 
for money with cleaning, ironing or looking after children. 

• One should be careful in interpreting the given entries, as 
social desirability might affect the response to this question. 
For 1 unemployed proband, the cognitive interviewer got the 
impression that she was too eager to justify her efforts in job 
search within the whole questionnaire section. For question 
99, she clicked on all options how to search for work. It 
seemed that her current unemployment was very unpleasant 
for her so that she wanted to be regarded as very active. 

Frequency of prob-
lems e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 
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Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 +  
3 (social desirability effects) 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

Implementing the response format of check boxes should always be 
accompanied by an explicit instruction “Check all that applies”, 
because this function is not self-explanatory for the respondents. 
The order of the response options should be reconsidered according 
to the logical steps of searching for a job. “Private employment ser-
vice” might need an explanation or an example. Generally, the ques-
tionnaire section on unemployment and job search might be prone 
to effects of social desirability. As the number of obvious cases in 
this testing was very low, this topic would require further research. 

Additional comments  –  
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Heatmaps for question 99 (based on fixation duration) 

  

First testing wave (N = 5)       Second testing wave (N = 3) 
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11) Registering at public employment offices: Do respondents comprehend the difference between “being unem-

ployed” and “seeking work”? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) REGISTER 

Country-specific question numbers Question 108 

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

Were you registered at the Employment Agency or other offices of 
employment last week? 

• Yes, as unemployed 
• Yes, but only as seeking work 
• No 

Specified aim of testing 

The focus of testing the comprehension of this question was on the 
response options and the technical terms “being unemployed” ver-
sus “seeking work”. Comprehension problems might happen in dif-
ferent ways. Firstly, the respondents might use the technical terms 
synonymously. Secondly, they might involve a subjective assess-
ment that there are active unemployed people searching eagerly for 
work and other passive unemployed people who have already re-
signed, who do not like to work and just live on public money. 

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 2 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

0 

Process/ 
Judgement 

1 

Report 0 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

1 

Impact on Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 

Burden 
0 
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1 = Some 
2 = Serious Data Quality 

1 

Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

The classification within the response options was not clear for most 
respondents. 6/15 probands could absolutely not explain “seeking 
work” in distinction to “being unemployed.” The latter has some-
times a negative overtone for being too passive in job search (5/15), 
for instance: “I am unemployed, but I’m really trying to get a job. I 
don’t sit at home and wait, but I don’t get a job.” This might lead to 
a social desirability effect. While 4/15 probands at least knew that 
there is a clear difference, but could not manage to recapitulate the 
technical nuances, 5/15 probands were able to define the terms 
correctly and in detail, e. g.: “I may be still employed, but already 
being registered as seeking work.” 

Frequency of prob-
lems e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 

See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

There should be an explanation distinguishing clearly between “be-
ing unemployed” and “seeking work” to make clear that this classi-
fication is not based on a subjective assessment, but on the formal 
process of being registered at the German Employment Agency. This 
might also reduce the effect of social desirability that is assumed 
according to the negative overtone in talking about unemployed 
people. 

Additional comments  –  
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12) Sources of income: Do respondents correctly indicate all their sources of income? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) no LFS variable 

Country-specific question numbers Question 152 

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

Do you receive (further) income from…? [explanation behind hyper-
link] 
Check all that applies.  

• Wages from work, side jobs or self-employment 
• (…) 

Specified aim of testing 

In the German LFS, the different sources of income are to check sep-
arately and rather detailed. State support is dealt with in the ques-
tions 150 and 151 (e. g. pension, unemployment or child benefit, 
study loans). Question 152 is to enumerate all remaining sources of 
income (e. g. employment, interest rates or rental). Due to the given 
complexity of the topic, it was to find out whether the respondents 
forget about some sources of income or regard them as unnecessary 
to name in the web questionnaire for whatever reason. 

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 1 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

0 

Process/ 
Judgement 

1 

Report 1 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

1 

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
1 

Data Quality 
2 
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Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

4/13 employed respondents across both testing waves did not tick 
the response option “wages” as one of their sources of income. This 
is due to several reasons: 

• The response option was ignored by scanning the text. 
• The brackets in the question text (“(further) income”) were 

interpreted in a wrong way – as additional income not men-
tioned in any form in the previous questions. The actual pur-
pose of the questions 150, 151 and 152 was to serve as a 
memory aid what to consider when calculating the overall 
income in question 153 (individual) and 154 (household). 
This purpose was obviously not fulfilled, because the re-
spondents felt that they had delivered the relevant infor-
mation in the similar, but only preparatory questions 150 – 
152.  

• The question does not provide a clear reference period (in 
contrast to question 153 on personal net income last 
month). This results in an allocation problem for respond-
ents who are currently unemployed or in irregular occupa-
tion. They currently receive no wages, but did last month. 
Should they refer to the reference period not mentioned be-
fore question 153? 

Not ticking the response option “wages” leads to serious routing 
problems, too. Question 155 (average net wages per month) is not 
activated unless the category “wages” is selected. 

Frequency of prob-
lems 

e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 
See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 

Suggestions Describe suggestions to solve issues It was suggested to re-word the question (e. g. “Which sources of 
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From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

income do you obtain?”). An alternative might be to integrate a 
cross-plausibility check: The response option “wages” in question 
152 must be ticked if the respondent was (marginally) employed in 
the sections before. Probably a reference period should be men-
tioned not only when calculating the overall income, but also for 
naming the sources of income in advance (e. g. wages, child benefit, 
etc.), because these could also differ from time to time. 

Additional comments  –  
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13) Income: How do respondents calculate their monthly income? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) no LFS variable 

Country-specific question numbers Question 153 + 155 

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

153: Now add all of your income last month. What was your person-
al net income last month? [long explanation + hyperlink + drop-
down] 
 
155: The following question is optional. What was your average net 
wages per month? [long explanation + hyperlink + drop-down] 
 

Specified aim of testing 

What do respondents consider when adding their income (question 
153)? Do they systematically forget about specific sources of in-
come? Furthermore, it was to clarify whether the respondents differ-
entiate correctly between income and wages (question 155).  

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 1 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

1 

Process/ 
Judgement 

1 

Report 1 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

0 

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
1 

Data Quality 
2 

Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

On the whole, the following sources of income were systematically 
neglected when calculating the personal income last month (ques-
tion 153): 



54 

 

• Child benefit (7/19 probands): The explanation below the 
question refers to other state support. Child benefit was not 
always regarded as a sub-category of it. The keyword itself 
was only mentioned behind the hyperlink that just 1 pro-
band clicked. Moreover, it was unclear to which parent child 
benefit should be located to. 

• Interest rates (7/19 probands): Due to the financial crisis, in-
terest rates are low. The respondents describe this source of 
income as “marginal”, “minimal” or “ridiculous” and there-
fore tend to forget about. Even in the explanation behind the 
hyperlink, the keyword is not clearly named and not visible 
for scanning people. The general reference to previous ques-
tions (“part 3”) is not user-friendly enough. 

• Previously not declared income (2/19 probands): Some re-
spondents talked about their occupation as a family worker 
or a dog sitter, when calculating their incomes. The cognitive 
interviewers got the impression that money was received for 
these jobs, although not being considered when speaking 
about the details of employment. The respondents did not 
mention this in the web questionnaire, maybe due to a so-
cial desirability effect (black labour?).  

 
Also for question 153 and across both testing waves, 3/19 pro-
bands (being housewives or unemployed) had major problems in 
distinguishing between their own income and the income of their 
partner, because they regard it as “the same at all” or “hardly to be 
parted.” Moreover, 2 probands with no personal income wondered 
about the sequence of the response categories – starting with the 
lowest income class (“1 up to less than 150 Euro”) and ending with 
“no personal income” as the last response option even below the 
highest income classes. They felt that “no income” must be the first 
given response option. 
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In comparison with question 155, 8/19 probands delivered the 
same number for income and wages, so obviously were not able to 
differentiate as precisely as official statistics requires. Income was 
defined, for instance, as “what is on your wage slip” or “money for 
which I go to work.” 1 unemployed proband thought of her unem-
ployment benefit as “earnings replacement” and therefore treated it 
like wages. 

Frequency of prob-
lems e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 

See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 + 3  

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

The questions on income are always difficult to comprehend for re-
spondents. While an interviewer could clarify obvious problems es-
pecially in contrast to wages, further assistance in CAWI is much 
more complicated and not at hand so easily. So further research is 
still needed. If the same number is provided for income and wages, 
there might be a cross-plausibility check that asks the respondents 
to check on their entries again and reminds of potential pitfalls (e. g. 
“Did you consider child benefit?”).  
The most neglected sources of income (child benefit and interest 
rates) should be visibly presented by keywords in the explanations 
directly below the questions, so that scanning respondents can de-
tect them. The sequence of the response options should be recon-
sidered so that “no personal income” moves in front position. This 
seems more logical for the respondents. The pretest did not show 
any evidence that this response option is selected more often than 
actually needed.  

Additional comments  –  
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14) Household income: How do respondents calculate their household income? 
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LFS-variable (one or more) household income no LFS variable, INCDECIL 

Country-specific question numbers Question 154 + 155 

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

154: Now please add the income of all members of this household. 
What was the net income of your household last month? [only asked 
for the first household member, drop-down] 
 
155: The following question is optional. What was your average net 
wages per month? [long explanation + hyperlink + drop-down] 
 

Specified aim of testing 

Apart from the personal income, the respondents were also required 
to deliver a number for the overall income of the household (ques-
tion 154). This entry might be difficult firstly because it is a burden-
some proxy and secondly because it is a switch of perspective in the 
middle of the questionnaire with the following question dealing with 
the individual level again (question 155). 

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 1 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

1 

Process/ 
Judgement 

1 

Report 1 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

0 

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
1 

Data Quality 
2 
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Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

Unexpectedly, only 2/19 probands across both testing waves explic-
itly said that they were not sure about the correct sum of their 
household income (question 154). However, the cognitive inter-
viewers had the impression that there might be a high number of 
unreported cases. Maybe it seems socially desirable to know every-
thing about the people you live with.  
Yet 3/19 probands obviously forgot about the unemployment bene-
fit or the side job of a partner or a child, when calculating the 
household income. Partly they argued that this is no income for the 
whole household, but for the use of the individual person (“pocket 
money”).  
Moreover, the sequence of questions came as a surprise and led to 
serious doubts. 5/19 probands had obvious problems with the 
switch from the individual (153) to the household (154) and back to 
the individual level (155) when answering the section on income 
and wages. 2 of them did not notice until the very end and delivered 
wrong data. Moreover, question 155 is often not shown due to rout-
ing problems resulting from wrong entries in question 152 (see 
chapter XX). 

Frequency of prob-
lems 

e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 + 3 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

The question 155 is not well placed. Although it fits in the context of 
income, it is not optimal to ask for it in between the questions on 
the individual household members, because the respondents some-
times did not recognize the switch and deliver absolutely wrong 
data. More research is needed whether it is possible to present the 
respondents an overview of all delivered personal incomes in the 
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end of the questionnaire and ask them to add additional sources of 
income.  

Additional comments  –  
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15) Main source of income: Do respondents correctly identify their main source of income? 
Te
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LFS-variable (one or more) no LFS variable 

Country-specific question numbers Question 156 

Country-specific question/answering categories (Engl.) 

What is your main source of income? [hyperlink] 
• Own employment 
• (…) 

 

Specified aim of testing 

It was of interest whether the respondents understand that they 
should name only one, namely the main source of income. Moreo-
ver, the allocation to the correct response option is questioned (es-
pecially for unemployed and marginally employed people). 

Type of problem 

Issue type identified 
in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, sometimes 
2= Yes, almost every 
time 

Comprehend 1 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

0 

Process/ 
Judgement 

0 

Report 1 

Creates routing prob-
lems 

0 

Impact on 

Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden 
1 

Data Quality 
2 

Issues identified in 
test and frequency of 
problems 

Describe issues from tests 
All types of issues 

This question was quite burdensome to answer especially for re-
spondents earning less money than their partners due to unem-
ployment, marginal or part-time employment. The money they earn 
may be extra money to contribute to their living, but not enough for 
the whole household depending on the main earner. Across both 
testing waves, 4/19 probands (earning less money than the partner) 
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have searched for a suitable response option for a very long time. 
Employment of the partner is summarized in the same response 
option as employment of parents. The respondents did not under-
stand why because the options referred to two completely different 
levels of dependence. In the end, 3 of them allocated themselves in 
the wrong category. This proves that many respondents scan and 
not read complete text lines.  
Another serious allocation problem results from the complexity of 
the German welfare system based on Chancellor Schröder’s “Agen-
da 2010” reforms. 2 probands with at least one welfare recipient in 
the household were not able to differentiate between the different  
schemes on social contributions “Leistungen nach Hartz IV (ALG II, 
Sozialgeld) and „Sozialhilfe (nicht Hartz IV)“ and clicked on the 
wrong button. The given examples do not seem to help. 
Only 2/19 probands would have preferred to click all that applies in 
this question, but recognized that only one answer was possible 
(“Main source does not mean all sources.”).  

Frequency of prob-
lems 

e.g. 3 out of 10 (no percentage) 
See above 

Feasibility of the 
concept in CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= after it has been revised feasible 
3=further research needed 
4=non feasible by CAWI 

2 + 4 (welfare recipients) 

Suggestions 
Describe suggestions to solve issues 
From respondents, testers, interviewers & 
experts 

Employment of the parents and employment of the partner should 
be two separate response options that could be summarized again 
during analysis. Even if the explanations are extended, the recipi-
ents of the German welfare system will probably still have problems 
in transferring their personal situation to the complexity of bureau-
cracy.  

Additional comments  –  
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4.2 Template B: Usability and functionalities8 

1) Save & load ........................................................................................................................... 62 

2) Navigation & indication on progress & hard checks ............................................................... 66 
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4) Household approach ............................................................................................................. 74 

5) Error checks & design of messages ........................................................................................ 81 

6) Corrections after confirmation................................................................................................ 86 

  

                                                           

 

8The results of functionality and performance testing using different computer settings and devices can be 
found in appendix 4. 
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1) Save & load 

 

 

 

Research topic: IDEV offers the functionality of saving preliminary entries – ei-

ther to protect against the technical loss of data or to complete 

the survey in multiple sessions. In a household survey, several 

household members need to deliver data, but may not always 
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be present at the same time. Hence, it should be easy to carry 

out and retrieve an intermediate storage (save and load). 

Specified aim of testing: It was of interest whether the probands became aware of the 

disk icon on the lower right part of the screen. Does the wel-

come page introduce the save-function appropriately? Is the 

icon well placed? Another aim of testing was to find out whether 

the respondents understood the concept that the intermediate 

storage does not emerge automatically after a new login but has 

to be explicitly loaded by clicking on the folder icon (also placed 

on the lower right part of the screen next to the disk icon). 

Findings and frequency of 

the problems: 

Observing the self-completion process, 2/19 probands across 

both waves actually used the functionality of saving entries in 

the test situation. However, most of the time, the entire row of 

functionalities (save, load, leave the form without storage) was 

nearly blinded out as the <next>-button draws a lot of attention 

which is shown by the eye-tracking heatmaps. 

However, the attention was high enough for most respondents 

to perceive the main functionality. In the beginning of the cogni-

tive interview, the probands had the task to store their complet-

ed online form. All in all, 12/19 probands immediately recog-

nized the disk icon and were able to handle the task. 9 of them 

explicitly referred to the relevant hint on the welcome page. In 

contrast, 3/19 probands had to search for the function, but 

succeeded at last. However, this rather simple step was not 

manageable for all respondents: 4/19 probands failed at all, 

because they did not see the disk icon. About one third of the 

sample (6/19 probands) mentioned the unusual placement of 

the button: They rather would have expected such a function on 

the upper left part of the screen like in other web applications. 

Furthermore, 2/19 probands would prefer larger icons. These 

buttons also provide roll-overs to name the functionalities. Alt-

hough not explicitly questioned in this test, 2/19 probands crit-

icised the unusual technical terms used (<secure on the serv-
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er>and <load the backup>).  

In the following, it became obvious that the vast majority of the 

sample (11/14 probands) could not explain correctly the func-

tionality behind the folder icon when asked for it. Some of them 

thought that they could access their Windows Explorer or their 

local drive. Others assumed that they might switch to another 

household member within the survey. To explicitly load the in-

termediate storage into the reset IDEV form, remained strange 

to them, because it was neither known from what they were 

used to from other web applications nor explained in the web 

questionnaire. In their opinion, the current status of an online 

form is usually presented immediately after a new login without 

any further steps necessary. 

Problems by scope: Global problem related to the function of save and load and 

critical when the household approach in surveys is applied. 

Problems by severity: 

 

 

It is a serious problem, as respondent should feel comfortable 

when filling in and understand the function easily. Even more 

serious problem (load function): improvement is necessary. 

 

Feasibility: The design is rather feasible but not recommendable and con-

fusing.  

Recommendation: The disk icon is not ideally placed and could be larger, but it 

was captured by most respondents without problems. No major 

revision is needed. 

In contrast, the folder icon is not understood well. It would be 

more user-friendly if loading the last intermediate storage 

worked automatically after a new login. If this is technically not 

feasible, the concept of self-initiated loading should at least be 

explained by a short hint on the welcome page. The possible 

instruction must be tested before use in the field.  
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The technical terms behind the roll-overs should be generally 

understandable, e. g. “save and continue (later)”instead of “se-

cure on the server” and “open the last storage” instead of “load 

the backup”.  
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2) Navigation & indication on progress & hard checks  

 

 

 

Research topic: Apart from the standard automatic navigation by <previous>- and 

<next>-buttons, Destatis offers the additional possibility to move 

through the online form by a navigational tree on the left part of 

the screen. Moreover, it substitutes a progress indicator (green 

ticks show completed modules) and indicates staying hard 

checks (by a red cross). While only some larger themes of the 

survey are visible in the left bar right from the start (welcome 

page, household, individuals, ending page), more and more lev-

els are opened and closed automatically in the course of self-

completion. The headings for the sections (the higher levels with-

in the bar) are described by the actual content (e. g. employment 

status). However, the subordinated levels (question(s) behind 

the sub-topics) are chronologically named by “part 1, part 2, etc.”  

Specified aim of testing:  The pretest aimed at finding out whether the respondents are 

aware and make use of the optional navigational tree. Do they 

understand the concept of having an overview and moving more 

freely through the form? What are the reasons for (not) clicking on 
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it? Are they able to handle the function in a complex survey like 

the LFS? Do the respondents realise that there are different sym-

bols in the navigation tree to show progress (green ticks) or hard 

checks (red crosses)? Finally, all advices for making the naviga-

tional tree more user-friendly were welcomed. 

Findings and frequency of 

the problems: 
Generally, the probands do not have any problems in navigating 

through the web questionnaire by using the <next> and <previous> 

buttons. Across both waves, only 1/19 proband used the naviga-

tional tree besides the <previous>-and <next>-button. During self-

completion, 6/19 probands clicked on the <next>-button only. 

12/19 probands additionally used the <previous>-button at least 

once. This happened mostly in the section on income and wages 

(N = 7 in both testing waves) as well as when switching from the 

first to the second household member (N = 2 in the first testing 

wave). Like Tourangeau/Conrad/Couper (2013: 68), we believe 

that giving respondents the possibility to go back to a previous 

page is beneficial to data quality. Although they do not go back 

very often, they do so to correct entries or to reassure themselves 

in case of orientation, comprehension or skipping problems. In 

this case, the proband was not sure about the given entries, thus 

scrolling and moving backwards for more than one page to the 

previous topic. This can be regarded as an efficient supplement 

to standard navigation, as the number of necessary mouse-clicks 

is reduced.  

Unfortunately, the navigational tree was not used more frequently 

during self-completion which makes it difficult to draw conclu-

sions about its user friendliness. Although the way it works was 

described in the explanations on the welcome page (a tool to 

switch between household members and modules), only half of 

the sample (4/9) in the first testing wave had at least one fixation 

at the beginning of the survey. In the second testing wave in 

which the navigational patterns were questioned more deeply, 

6/9 probands said that they had noticed the left bar from the very 
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start of the survey (the other probands after some time). Com-

pared to the <next>-button, the attention according to the eye-

tracking heatmaps was very low across all probands both in the 

beginning and at the end of the questionnaire. The navigational 

tree seems to be rather observed from the corner of the respond-

ents’ eye. 

While the navigation was almost not noticed and thus not used 

during data entry, the cognitive interviewed yield some aspects to 

notice: With regard to the functionality, 15/19 probands across 

both waves recognised that the bar was there to (partly) keep an 

overview of the web questionnaire. Hence, it was mainly regarded 

as contents or progress indicator. The respondents knew which 

section they worked on at the moment and which topics would 

come later on. On the whole, 13/16 probands said that they ob-

served the green ticks to follow their work in progress. In con-

trast, the red crosses as symbols for activated hard checks within 

the bar were completely missed, as the eye-tracking data prove. 

Very soon, scrolling within the navigational tree is required to get 

an overall picture of the survey; yet solely 1of the probands 

across both waves did so.  

Moreover, half of the probands (10/19) also realised that they 

could navigate by the bar, e. g.to skip efficiently to a specific top-

ic (without clicking several times on the <previous>-button) or to 

move quickly to a specific household member after interrupting 

and entering the survey again. “Building functionality into a 

product, however, doesn’t guarantee that people will be able to 

use it.  A product by itself has no value; it has value only insofar 

as it is used” (Dumas/Redish 1999: 4). So why did our probands 

not use the navigational tree? To sum up, they were afraid that 

they might do something wrong, especially due to the complexity 

of the LFS: 

• The respondents did not like to play around with the un-

known software, because they feared that something un-
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predictable would happen (e. g. computer crashes, 

browser freezes, data get lost). 

• Moreover, the respondents concentrated on what really 

mattered to them: filling in the web questionnaire as 

quickly as possible. They preferred automatic guidance 

and saw no need to deviate from the given order of ques-

tions. Leaving the standard path might be risky, because 

the respondents were not sure if they could easily return 

to their starting point. 

• The feeling of maybe getting lost was reinforced by two 

features of the navigational tree:  

Firstly, the subordinated topics were not named by con-

tent, but by numbers (part 1, part 2, etc.). This was not 

perceived as a sufficient aid to orientation, because the 

respondents had to click unnecessarily several times to 

finally find the relevant question. Therefore, urgent need 

for improvement was seen by 5/18 probands with regard 

to the labelling. They would prefer question numbers or 

short keywords like on the higher levels. 

Secondly, the chosen structure was not simple enough. 

While the respondents were aware of the topics automat-

ically folding in and out in the navigational tree, they did 

not get any deeper insights into the exact way of function-

ing. For example, clicks on the highest levels did not di-

rectly lead to questions, but opened further sub-topics. 

Thus, the bar was described as highly detailed with too 

many levels that cannot be captured at first glance. 

Although the probands did not strongly favour the navigational 

tree during self-completion, it was seen highly valuable in the 

context of correcting entries after the confirmation page. 

Problems by scope: The proper navigation is safeguarded by the <next> and <previous> 
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buttons. There is no global problem when only one individual is 

entering data for the whole household.  

Problems by severity: When entries have to be corrected or when respondents want to 

skip to questions for the next person, navigation via the tree is 

necessary. If in these cases navigation via the tree is too cogni-

tively demanding for respondents, this may lead to incomplete 

questionnaires and increase the dropout rate.  

Feasibility: Feasible, but some improvements of the design of the navigation 

tree or an additional feature are required.  

Recommendation:  Combining <previous>- and <next>-buttons with a navigational tree 

makes sense in particular situations: when moving several pages 

backwards to specific topics, when switching to another house-

hold member after a new login and when correcting entries after 

the confirmation page. However, respondents rarely clicked on 

the left bar. To begin with, orientation within the navigation tool 

can be improved by naming the subordinate topics by question 

number and short keyword.  Otherwise the respondents might get 

confused of the skips in the chronological order. Moreover, it is 

quite sensitive how detailed the navigational tree should be. Our 

further research interest is: How many levels should be constant-

ly visible and clickable at the same time? When should the levels 

be opened and closed automatically? While the usability of the 

navigation tree needs improvement (see above) the function of 

the tree is indeed necessary: Either in cases of larger skips (be-

tween topics or persons in household surveys) or corrections 

after the confirmation page. The same applies for the green ticks 

and red crosses: During first data entry probands did not recog-

nise the navigation tree and thus neither the included indica-

tions, which is no problem when respondents only use the <next> 

to navigate. They can, however, be useful in case respondents 

wish to have an overview of the corrections they still have to 

make. 
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3) Explanations 

 

 

Research topic: Explanations play a major role in self-completion questionnaires. 

They replace the assistance of an interviewer if comprehension 

problems occur. In this pretest, most explanations were written in 

grey, normal font and placed directly below the bold question. In 

some cases, further explanations were given in pop-up windows 

that opened after clicking on orange hyperlinks. The labelling of 

the links consisted of a keyword that pointed at the content of the 

hidden explanations. While ensuring better data quality is the 

concern of official statistics, respondents spare the effort of addi-

tional clicks (once to open, once to close the pop-up) unless they 

are convinced that it is helpful to them. In former pretesting, the 

combination of directly visible text and hyperlinks proved to be 

the preferred design of the respondents at Destatis. 

Specified aim of testing: For the ESSnet, it was tested whether the design of the explana-

tions guided the respondents to read the text or at least compre-
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hend the essence. Do they recognise the orange hyperlinks as 

signs for further information? How often do they click on them? It 

was also important to safeguard that the respondents under-

stood what they had read and were able to transfer it to their per-

sonal situation (see chapter 4.1).  

Findings and frequency of 

the problems: 

For selected important questions, matrix 1.3 in the appendix 

shows– with the aid of eye-tracking indicators– that more re-

spondents than initially feared perceived the directly visible ex-

planations. On the whole, half of the sample and even more 

made use of them per question. This is a lot, given the fact that 

the explanations were not always applicable for all of them. 

Although the hyperlinks with further information were not explic-

itly explained on the welcome page due to lack of space, 8/9 

probands in testing wave 1 named this possibility to get more 

information like in other web applications. These findings were so 

encouraging that the design of the hyperlinks was not questioned 

any further in testing wave 2 in favour of other research interests. 

During self-completion, 13/19 probands across both testing 

waves (see appendix 1.4) clicked on the provided hyperlinks at 

least once (maximum: 4 times per person).This is fortunately also 

more often than previous usability testing at Destatis has shown 

so that our current design seems to be adequate. The explana-

tions behind the hyperlinks were most frequently used in the 

context of income and wages (N = 7) as well as for the economic 

sector (N = 6). 

Problems by scope: No real problem could be identified. The different design of ex-

planations and definitions was successful. The Hyperlink option 

was understood too. 

Problems by severity: Less serious in the given design. 

Feasibility: Feasible as tested. 

Recommendation: Respondents like to complete the survey as quickly as possible 

and therefore do not like to read explanations. This is a methodo-
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logical problem inherent in non-interviewer based survey modes. 

Official statistics cannot change its respondents but must adapt 

to them. Over the last years, Destatis has been engaged in inten-

sive pretesting of explanations. The overall gain of knowledge 

can be summarised as such: 

The design of explanations should be aligned at the fast gaze 

behaviour on screen, more comparable to scanning than actual 

reading. So the explanations should be short (e. g. bullet points 

as a kind of check-list) and drafted less bureaucratically even if it 

sounds more “impolite” at first than usual official language. The 

keywords of each instruction should be placed in the beginning 

of the paragraphs.  

Short explanations of global relevance (i.e. those that are im-

portant for all respondents or for overall data quality) should be 

integrated in the question itself (in the same design) or be placed 

directly below the question (in a slightly different design). This 

way of presenting is most likely perceived by the respondents, 

even if they do not read word by word. Caution should be exer-

cised with highlighting words or sentences in bold, because re-

spondents will focus too much on that and scan even more. 

Explanations that are longer and/or less relevant for all respond-

ents (e. g. interesting for a small sample of the respondents or 

less effects on data quality if not considered) can be placed be-

hind a hyperlink. This function is intuitively understandable. 

However, a meaningful keyword should point at the content of 

the hidden instruction so that the respondents know if it is 

worthwhile for them to make an additional click.  
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4) Household approach 

 

 

 

 

Research topic: Like many ESS member states (e. g. the Netherlands and UK), 

Destatis follows a household approach for the LFS. For imple-

menting a web mode, this means to provide one single question-
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naire that should include all persons living in the household. 

Designing such a user-friendly form is quite challenging. Some 

NSIs rely on an intermediary page called “dashboard.” Here the 

respondents can check the processing status of each household 

member after a new login and select a specific person to contin-

ue. Destatis has not (yet) implemented such a “dashboard”. The 

navigational tree instead fulfils the function to enable the re-

spondents to switch between household members. 

In the first testing wave, there were two constant design features 

to indicate which household member was addressed by a ques-

tion. The first name and age of the relevant person was constantly 

shown (1) in a heading within the navigational tree and (2) in a 

light grey text line above the question (the so called “bread-

crumb”). For testing wave 2, two further elements were imple-

mented. (3) An introductory sentence was added directly above 

the first question for the second household member. Moreover, 

(4) an instruction was integrated on the welcome page that all 

household members should answer individually for themselves 

and that the questionnaire can again and again be opened by 

using the access code. 

Specified aim of testing: Destatis was concerned with whether the respondents would 

keep track for which household member they are currently an-

swering questions. Which cues do they use to orient themselves? 

Do they notice when the questions for the first household mem-

ber end and the questions for the second household member 

start? Can the person-to-person transition be made more user-

friendly? Moreover, it was investigated how the respondents 

would go ahead at home – whether each household member 

would deliver his/her own entries or whether the first household 

member would provide answers for all of them. The household 

approach (one single questionnaire and one access code for the 

whole household) might be regarded as an invitation to proxies 

which would likely have negative effects on data quality.  
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Findings and frequency of 

the problems: 

The probands of testing wave 1 were asked how they noticed the 

switch to the second household member for whom they should 

provide some basic information. More than half of the sample 

(6/10) said that initially they did not realise the switch at all and 

just continued. 3 of them complained that the questions became 

strange (number of childbirths for male respondents; mother 

living in the household for a female adult respondent). On the 

whole, 7/10 probands became aware of the switch to the second 

person sooner or later, because the numbering of questions 

started all over and the same questions were asked again.  

The constant design features, in contrast, were not perceived 

attentively. Only 1/8 proband stated after request to have con-

sciously seen the heading in the navigational tree of first name 

and age (3 probands with some delay; 4 probands not at all). This 

feature is problematic, because it is not visible all the time, as 

the topics move upwards when going through the form. The 

breadcrumb did not perform better: It was consciously noticed 

only by 1/9 proband directly, but by 6 probands after some time 

and by 2 probands not at all. It serves the purpose more appro-

priately, but it is not optimal either. It is described as too light 

and unremarkable. The respondents would prefer bold and/or 

coloured font. The placement, however, is good because of its 

proximity to the content area of questions and response catego-

ries. 

During self-completion, the focus of the respondents was defini-

tively on questions and response categories, as the eye-tracking 

heatmaps indicate. However, the respondents are happy for visu-

al anchors to return to if they lose orientation among the house-

hold members. Therefore, nearly all of the probands would prefer 

a more explicit switch to the second household member – either 

by the personalisation of questions (2/8)(which might become 

tiring in a long survey), an introductory sentence (5/8) and/or an 

intermediary page (5/8), maybe even in another colour. 1 pro-

band explicitly referred to the household table in question 1. She 
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recommended using this overview as a kind of “dashboard” to 

which the respondents could always return to. The completed 

processing status could be indicated by green ticks and the next 

household member could be clicked on to separate the different 

person levels more obviously.  

This clear feedback from the probands led to a change in design 

for the second testing wave. Due to technical and time con-

straints, it was not possible to add an additional page between 

household members (for instance, the programmed skips would 

have been affected). So Destatis tested whether an additional 

sentence would already improve the person-to-person switch. 

And it did. All 9 probands in the second testing wave referred to 

the introductory text: “Now the questions for XY start.” 1of them 

did still not succeed in handling the switch to the second person, 

whereas all others described the simple text line in bold font as a 

sufficient hint. Surprisingly, more probands than in the first test-

ing wave stated to orient themselves at the breadcrumb (6/9 vs. 

1/9 with delay and 2/9 not at all). 2 of them felt attracted to the 

breadcrumb, as they saw from the corner of their eye that it 

“moved” (the text length changed from person to person). How-

ever, comparing the eye-tracking fixation counts of testing wave 1 

and 2 does not show that the attention of the introductory sen-

tence could cast more light on the breadcrumb (in each wave, 

only 1 proband looked at the breadcrumb on this page). The 

heading within the navigational tree still misses attention in the 

second round. 5/9 probands did not mention it at all (vs. 2/9 

probands who perceived it directly and 2/9 probands who did 

after a while).  

Finally, the sample was asked how they would organise the self-

completion of the web questionnaire at home. In the first testing 

wave, half of the probands (5/9) would choose the proxy ap-

proach so that one household member would deliver entries for 

all of them. Only a third of the sample (3/9) would follow the con-

cept of official statistics and have every household members an-
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swers for him-/herself. 1/9 proband would make it dependent on 

the individual situation, for example whether the other house-

hold members are informed about and agree with proxies.  

In the following, the sample of the first testing wave was asked 

for suggestions for improvement. 5/8 probands recommended 

providing individual, hence separate access codes for the house-

hold members. It was argued that this could also lead to more 

sincere answers and less data protection problems in house-

holds of e. g. “unmarried couples or others who do not share 

their economic activities.” Probands also reflected on how to 

proceed with household-related questions. A total of 4/8 pro-

bands argued in favour of starting the survey with a “dashboard” 

or at least separating the individual questions by an intermediary 

page (“a clear break”). Moreover, 3/8 probands suggested that 

official statistics should more deeply explain what is expected by 

the respondents, e. g. at the beginning of the questionnaire. 

In order to improve the sensibility of the respondents to the 

needs of official statistics, an instruction on how to best proceed 

with multiple respondents was added on the welcome page for 

testing wave two. However, nothing changed. Still 6/9 probands 

would deliver proxies, whereas in 2/9 probands’ households, 

each person would complete the questionnaire on his/her own 

(but they think at the same time that it is quite unrealistic for 

most households). 1/9 proband would fill in the form as a family 

in a common effort.  

To sum up, the household concept (one questionnaire for all 

household members) can increase the amount of proxy-

interviews. Probands across both testing waves supposed that it 

made no big difference who would complete the questionnaire, 

especially for spouses. The other partner should be able to give 

the required information precisely, quickly and without any diffi-

culty (“no questions about taste or attitudes, but facts”). This 

was all the more surprising given that most respondents had 
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problems in quantifying the exact income and wages of the se-

cond household member. It was also argued that not everyone in 

the household is motivated to complete government forms so 

that there is usually an established distribution of labour among 

partners determining who fulfils this task. 

Problems by scope: Global problem since it is basic that people do data entry for the 

right person.  

Problems by severity: Very serious if the respondents do not know for which household 

member they currently deliver information. 

Feasibility: After revision feasible, but the problem of proxy interviews re-

mains. 

Recommendation: The household approach in social surveys means offering one 

shared web questionnaire for each household. Pretesting at 

Destatis showed that this concept increased the tendency of re-

spondents to do proxy-interviews with major side-effects on data 

quality. Moreover, individual data protection across data collec-

tion waves is still a critical issue. The alternative individual ap-

proach, however, has other unsolved problems (e. g. longer field 

periods and more complex case management) so that Destatis 

will be rather engaged in improving the household approach than 

exchanging an established system.  

To begin with, the overall design of the household web question-

naire should be more supportive to understand the concept be-

hind: 

• Firstly, the respondents should be immediately aware of 

the person-to-person switch. The confusion in our pretest 

could be diminished by adding a simple introductory sen-

tence before the first question for the second household 

member. However, either possibly a dashboard, or an ad-

ditional page indicating the start for the next person may 

help to make the switch more concrete and visible than 

only one sentence (see below). Additionally, it would be 
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helpful to have a more prominent labelling/heading of 

the respondents name on top of each page, below the 

grey breadcrumb heading (doubling of naming is not con-

sidered as best, due to programming not avoidable). In 

contrast, the heading within the navigational tree cannot 

be considered useful as respondents seldom noticed it 

(but useful after data entry has been interrupted). Moreo-

ver, there is strong evidence that creating a “dashboard” 

at the beginning of the survey would provide a good 

structure – an overview of all household members on one 

page where the status of completion is indicated and the 

next respondent may be selected. The household table 

(question 1) would be an ideal starting point for this ef-

fort. Otherwise, an intermediary page between the ques-

tions for each household member would also make the 

person-to-person transition more clearly.  

• Secondly, it should be obvious that each household 

member is required to deliver his/her own information. 

The instruction on the welcome page of testing wave two 

was still placed too far away from the switch to the se-

cond household member so that it was not present in the 

heads of the respondents, especially because there was 

no clear cut between individuals. An intermediary page or 

a “dashboard” solution including such an instruction 

could also improve this situation. Moreover, official sta-

tistics should explain more extensively why it is essential 

to avoid proxies (e. g. “You know yourself better than an-

yone else. Please give your own information to help im-

proving the quality of official statistics.”). 
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5) Error checks & design of messages 

 

 

 

Research topic: Data cleaning during data entry is an integrated part of web sur-

veys. The respondents are automatically asked to correct implau-

sible or incomplete answers during self-completion. This also 

fulfils the demands of the respondents to get assistance by an 

intelligent IT-system. They are used to it from other web applica-
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tions (e. g. of e-commerce) and also expect it for government 

forms (e. g. the annual tax declaration). However, if applied too 

extensively (which can easily happen in complex surveys), the 

response burden may outbalance the positive effect on data 

quality, for example, by a higher rate of drop-outs. For subject-

matter statisticians, it is yet very difficult to decide on a limited 

number of error messages.  

In former pretesting, Destatis has already been engaged in find-

ing a suitable general design for error checks. The current ap-

proach consists of three parts. (1) Above the question, a red text 

line tells the respondents as shortly as possible (e. g. not repeat-

ing the whole question text) what is wrong and how it can be 

fixed.(2) Below the response options, there is a hyperlink with the 

possibility to refer to cross-plausibility checks. (3) Within the 

navigational tree, red crosses stand for hard checks.  

Furthermore, two different types of error messages are displayed 

in the given LFS web survey. Firstly, hard checks are offered if the 

respondents have to provide appropriate information, otherwise 

they cannot continue in the web questionnaire. Secondly, soft 

checks are implemented (not indicated further in the navigation 

tree). This means that the respondents are reminded of an im-

plausible or incorrect entry but can carry on without correcting it. 

In case of soft checks, the respondents can also click on the op-

tion “Don’t show this message again” so that this specific hint 

will not occur again for the question at hand. For leaving out vol-

untary questions (highlighted in green), no error check appears. 

Specified aim of testing: For the pretest, it was interesting how many error checks would 

usually appear and how the respondents would deal with them. 

Is the amount of activated error messages regarded as rather 

useful or stressful? How does the concept of distinguishing be-

tween soft and hard checks work in practice? Do the respondents 

understand the option “Don’t show this message again” for soft 

checks? Does it make sense to allow empty options rather than 
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implementing explicit “don’t know”? How do respondents pro-

ceed with questions explicitly marked as optional? 

Findings and frequency of 

the problems: 

Generally, the respondents tried hard to fill in the questionnaire 

completely and precisely. Nevertheless, 6/10 probands in testing 

wave 1 and 5/9 probands in testing wave 2 were confronted with 

error messages. These are quite many respondents, but most of 

them had to deal with only one error message (N = 7); the others 

had a manageable number of two or three error messages (N = 2 

for each). All of the probands in testing wave 1 with at least one 

error message regarded the checks as useful and not as annoy-

ing. In sum, there were more hard checks activated than soft 

checks. Question 1 (household table) and question 39 (full-

time/part-time work) had the most error checks (N = 2 for each). 

The only cross-plausibility-check that appeared was not solved by 

using the link below the response options, because the respond-

ents did not focus on it. Only in 4 cases, the probands were not 

able to correct the given error to a sufficient data quality. Matrix 

1.2 in the appendix gives further details, for example the individ-

ual reasons for error messages and the way the probands dealt 

with the challenging task. Interestingly, it can also be derived 

from the error checks that revisions should be considered with 

regard to specific explanations (e. g. for the economic sector or 

with regard to the classification of marginal employment within 

the categories full-time vs. part-time),  

Eye-tracking heatmaps indicate that error messages are not thor-

oughly read. The respondents do not catch all three different 

types of display on the screen; most valuable and visible is the 

red coloured frame directly linked to the question. Normally, the 

respondents blind out the signs below the response options and 

within the navigational tree. 

When it comes to understanding the activated error messages, 

the most urgent problem is that the respondents cannot capture 

the concept of official statistics to distinguish between different 
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types of errors. Hard checks are common standard in web appli-

cations, whereas soft checks are not known and are automatical-

ly treated like hard ones. In testing wave 1, only 1/9proband 

could identify soft checks due to the softer wording. The other 

respondents found this type of error dubious: Either there is an 

error to correct or there is none. The option within the soft check 

(“Don’t show this message again”) is not used during self-

completion. In testing wave one, 4/7 probands at least could 

explain upon request that if the option is activated, the error 

message will not occur for this specific question (and not for all 

upcoming questions).  

With regard to wording, it has also proven worthwhile to use the 

term “Pflichtangabe” (obligatory response) for hard checks which 

is self-explanatory and worked very well. However, there is a legal 

discussion at Destatis whether this term (which implies the obli-

gation to respond) could be applied for hard checks in voluntary 

surveys, as both the participation in the survey and the response 

to single questions must remain optional, even if the subject-

matter statisticians regard some basic information as essential. 

Then soft checks would be the only feature to implement in vol-

untary surveys.  

Finally, in testing wave 1, 7/8 probands noticed the green colour 

of the optional questions and could explain the concept behind, 

but they answered the questions anyway, so there was no cogni-

tive problem for them.  

As testing wave 1 confirmed the findings of previous testing 

rounds in pretests, error checks have no longer been questioned 

in testing wave 2. 

Problems by scope: Global problem (basic decision on design of the error messages) 

Problems by severity: For checks other than plausibility checks there is no severe prob-

lem. The indication directly at the question is sufficient. However, 

plausibility-checks indicated below are less prominent and visi-
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ble for respondents and can become severe in the case, that 

there are, as usually more plausibility checks and respondents 

don’t notice the error message below, cannot move further and 

may drop out. 

Feasibility: Design of plausibility checks need improvement, other checks are 

feasible. 

Recommendation: In general, the single respondents were not burdened with too 

many error messages so that the overall number in the LFS must 

not be reduced.  

The frequent occurrence of error messages with regard to specific 

parts of the questionnaire gives useful hints that some explana-

tions should be improved (e. g. regarding the economic sector), 

that the given response options are not always optimal (e. g. part-

time also for marginal employment?) and the screen design is not 

consistent (e. g. two questions on one page?). 

The current design of error checks at Destatis generally works 

fine. The design of error messages with regard to plausibility 

checks, however, needs improvement. From former pretests we 

know that the link below the response options is blinded out; the 

wording of each error message should be as concrete as possi-

ble.  

Even though the distinction between hard and soft checks is not 

understood, this does not seem to bother respondents. Taking 

this into account, soft checks can be considered as a smart op-

tion to collect complete data sets without forcing people to enter 

data or provoking dropouts. The option “Don’t show this message 

again” for soft checks is not understood by all, a fact that also 

has no direct negative consequences.  
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6) Corrections after confirmation 

 

 

 

Research topic: After sending the completed questionnaire, an intermediary page 

is shown that gives the respondents the possibility to check on 

their previous data entries and, if necessary, to return to the form 
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to make corrections. The respondents know this functionality 

quite well from other web applications (e. g. in e-commerce). 

However, they are used to correct false entries directly by clicking 

on the relevant spot within the confirmation page. This has not 

been possible in IDEV so far. The instruction on the upper part of 

the screen tells the respondents that they have to click on the 

<correct>-functionality on the lower or top part of the screen to 

come back to the completed web questionnaire. No further in-

struction is offered. An additional challenge is therefore that by 

clicking on <correct>, the respondents are guided back to the be-

ginning of the survey. This means that they have to find their way 

on their own to the response they would like to change. Once 

skipping back to the completed questionnaire, the <next>- button 

is no longer useful: Since all questions are probably answered, 

<next> directly leads to the end of the survey. Thus, the respond-

ents need to use the navigational tree to move to the right spot. 

This might be even more difficult because of the structure of the 

navigational tree: While the higher levels are labelled self-

explanatorily by topics, the subordinated headings are more ab-

stractly named – “part 1, part 2, etc.”  

Specified aim of testing: The confirmation page has a different design than those of web 

applications that respondents might be familiar with. The pretest 

therefore aimed at detecting whether the respondents are willing 

and able to correct false entries after sending the questionnaire. 

Do they understand how to navigate from one error to another? 

Do they manage to work on the errors and return to the confirma-

tion page to send their data?  

Findings and frequency of 

the problems: 

Due to the length of the survey, the probands were neither asked 

to complete nor to send their data entries before cognitive inter-

viewing. Moreover, correcting entries after confirmation proved to 

be such a demanding and abstract task that it was not possible 

to discuss this with all probands.  

A considerable amount of those who tried or were asked to insert 
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changes chose the wrong approach and tried to correct entries 

directly on the confirmation page (6/16 probands across both 

testing waves). Even though some of them noticed that the ques-

tions were greyed out, they applied what they are used to from 

other web applications. To increase attention towards the <cor-

rect>-functionality, it was suggested, for example, to place anoth-

er button next to every question or on the upper part of the screen 

(next to the instruction), maybe even in another colour.  

In contrast, 10/16 probands proceeded as intended and returned 

to the web questionnaire by clicking on the <correct>-button. After 

this step, 6 of them explicitly wondered what will happen then 

and where they would “land on”. Mostly, they expected to return 

to the relevant question to change. To start again on the welcome 

page was quite a surprise for them. 3 probands thought this 

could be explained by the fact that they did not mark the relevant 

question before clicking on the <correct>-button. They did not 

know that they had to find the right way by themselves. 

To navigate through the form to the right spot, 3/15 probands 

used the <next>-button that guided them unexpectedly to the end 

of the questionnaire. In contrast, 12/15 probands succeeded in 

navigating by the left bar. However, it was very difficult for them 

to decide where to click. 4/15 probands realised quite late that 

they would have had to keep in mind the general topic of the 

question and the specific subordinated section (part 1, 2, 3 etc.). 

1 proband had the feeling: “Part 1 is like being thrown to no-

where. What is part 1?” Moreover, at the beginning of the ques-

tionnaire, the navigational bar was still unfolded so that the re-

spondents did not have the overview of all topics, but had to ini-

tiate the search process by themselves.  

After correcting entries, the respondents were confused about 

finding their way back to the confirmation page. They needed to 

go to the last survey page and send the web questionnaire again. 

However, they thought that they should be guided back automat-
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ically or to be able to click on a <send>-button on every question-

naire page. 

Additionally, having once revised the answer of a specific ques-

tion, the change needs to be confirmed by clicking on <next>. Not 

all respondent understood this features and expected that correc-

tions are automatically stored. Thus they clicked on send, 

checked the confirmation and nothing changed. 

The overall assessment by the respondents with regard to correct-

ing entries after confirmation was alarming: They felt, for in-

stance, “overburdened“ and “highly annoyed”. Some of them 

even put the functionality into question: “This is very time-

consuming. I would seriously reconsider to correct one of my en-

tries. (…) If it was something trivial like professional training or 

nationality, I would probably say to myself that it is not so im-

portant. This is not easy to handle. (…) I would not invest this 

effort.” 

A lot of suggestions for improvement were made:  

• The respondents wished to be able to correct directly on 

the confirmation page, as it is the simplest way known 

from other user-friendly web applications and as you 

would do “instinctively” (6/15).  

• If this was technically not possible, the respondents fa-

voured better orientation by adding question numbers 

(3/15) or self-explanatory keywords (2/15) in the subor-

dinated headings of the navigational tree. Destatis has al-

ready tested the approach with question numbers for 

testing wave two (within the section “nationality”). The 

overall assessment was that it improved the situation, 

but was not enough in terms of user-friendliness. 

• Some probands (2/15) recommended giving a more ex-

tensive instruction on the confirmation page about how to 
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proceed after clicking on the <correct>-button. 

• It was also recommended to integrate a search box within 

the web questionnaire to be able to enter the specific 

question number to directly get to the right spot– “like 

beaming” (1/15). 

• Finally, there was a clear vision of a dashboard solution. 

The proband suggested to enhance the household table 

(question 1) in this direction that the respondents would 

be able to return to this table every time they need it and 

that they could click on the specific household member 

they would like to check again and maybe correct. 

Not mentioned so far, the cognitive interviewers had to apologise 

every time for an unbearably long loading time on the confirma-

tion page when scrolling (1 proband explicitly criticised the “half-

baked design”). Also therefore, the current approach in IDEV to 

show all entries and correct false ones after returning to the be-

ginning of the survey is unfortunately not made for the huge data 

volume that a complex household survey like the LFS inevitably 

produces.  

Problems by scope: The usability of the confirmation page is very low and thus, if a 

confirmation is wanted in an IDEV form, this is a global problem 

and a central function. It is questionable in the first place wheth-

er respondents in social statistics are generally willing to check 

their data entry one more time after they have finished lengthy 

surveys. 

Problems by severity: Even though respondents in social surveys only rarely wish to 

correct their entries at the end of the questionnaire, the correc-

tion procedure needs further improvement, particularly when it 

will be used as a standard feature for surveys other than the LFS. 

Feasibility: Status quo of the confirmation page at Destatis assessed as not 

feasible for fieldwork. 
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Recommendation: Providing high data quality is one of the main goals of official 

statistics. In web surveys, the respondents are willing to help us 

in this effort by delivering adequate information and, if neces-

sary, correcting preliminary responses after some thinking. In 

turn, they should be enabled to do so by an easy-to-handle func-

tionality that works intuitively. Thus, an urgent advancement of 

IDEV would be to be able to change false entries directly on the 

confirmation page, as it is the standard in other web applica-

tions. For the time being, the following suggestions for improve-

ment have to be seen as an interim solution: 

• Firstly, the confirmation page can be improved in reada-

bility by choosing a design with fewer frames that seems 

less “nested”. Then the <correct>-button will also hopeful-

ly become more noticeable. Maybe it makes sense to 

place a second button on the upper part of the screen. 

The performance while scrolling must be improved, be-

cause the current loading time is unacceptable in field-

work. 

• Secondly, the red instruction on the upper part of the 

screen should be extended by some sentences for how to 

proceed after clicking on the <correct>-button. However, 

this part must necessarily be tested, because it seems 

difficult to communicate the gist shortly and generally 

understandable.  

• Thirdly, the orientation within the web questionnaire dur-

ing self-initiated navigation could be improved by adding 

question numbers and/or keywords in all headings within 

the navigational tree. Maybe this also requires reducing 

the overall number of levels within the bar to achieve a 

clearer structure in which the respondents do not get so 

easily lost.  

• Fourthly, Destatis will have to discuss about implement-



92 

 

ing a “dashboard” page which would help the respond-

ents to distinguish between several household members 

more easily so that correcting entries would lose some 

complexity.  

• Finally, although not picked out as a central theme of the 

pretest, the <send>-buttons on the last survey page and 

on the confirmation page should be named shorter and 

more appropriately. In former pretesting, it was shown 

that some respondents were in doubt when their data ac-

tually were sent to the server of Destatis. On the last sur-

vey page, the <next>-button should just be named “check” 

(instead of “check and send”). On the confirmation page, 

the labelling should be “confirm and send” (instead of 

“confirm entries and send out”). 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Additional Tables 

Matrix 1.1: Specifications of employment status across both testing waves, N = 17 

Proband No. Job title (question 25 and/or 65) Economic sector (question 29 and/or 68) 

02 
1) Supply teacher in primary school 
2) Foot reflexology, energetic preventative health care 

1) Primary school 
2) at home 

03 Saleswoman in retail with school supply Retail 

04 Major German Armed Forces 

05 Teacher Vocational School School 

06 
1) Engineer in forensics 
2) Baker in bakery 

1) Civil service 
2) Retail 

07 Management assistant in office communication Contract work 

08 Intermediary for guided tours of the tourist information Public authorities – community  

09 Author/PR PR Agency 

11 Software developer Software development 

13 Nanny Nanny 
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Proband No. Job title (question 25 and/or 65) Economic sector (question 29 and/or 68) 

15 Stand-in project management Advertising 

16 Secretary in primary school School 

17 Police officer Civil service, HBPP [Riot Police of Hesse] 

18 
1) Administration secretary 
2) Driver 

1) Hesse State 
2) Caritas 

19 Waiter in fitness sector Fitness sector 

20 
1) Student Research Assistant 
2) Saleswoman in retail 

1) Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz, Department … 
2) Retail 

21 Commercial clerk in doctor’s office Public medical sector 
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Matrix 1.2: Activated error messages across both testing waves, N = 11 

Proband 
No. 

Question 
No. 

Type of error message Reasons for error message Able to correct the 
error independently? 

Need for revision? 

02 

50 Hard check 

The question is marked in green (optional). However, the proband acti-
vated a cross-plausibility check. She had indicated in the previous ques-
tions that that she had worked additional hours in her marginal job in 
the week before. Now she could not specify the type of extra hours (flex-
time, paid or unpaid). Instead, she clicked on “no additional hours” 
which activated the error message that she corrected afterwards. 

Yes No 

68 Hard check 
At first, the proband did not deliver information on the economic sector 
of her marginal job. After the error message, she types in “at home”. 
Probably she got confused by the instruction below the question that 
speaks of “local units” in companies with several offices.  

Yes, but low  
data quality 

Yes (explanations) 

03 

46 Soft check 
The proband entered a date for starting her marginal job, but immediate-
ly deleted it. Then she tried to skip the question without any entry. After 
the error message, she entered the date again which she was probably 
not sure of.  

Yes, but doubts in 
data quality 

No 

52 Soft check 
The proband tried to skip the question without any entry. Then she 
clicked on the unspecified response option “Other reasons for not work-
ing or working less in the last week”, as she probably could not easily 
allocate her marginal job to the given response categories. 

Yes, but low  
data quality 

No 

05 53 Hard check At first, the proband did not make an entry. Probably she missed the 
lower question (two questions on one screen), but was able to catch up. 

Yes Yes (screen design) 

06 98 Soft check 
The proband tried to skip the question without entry. Probably she did 
not know how to classify her few working hours (less than “normal” part-
time). 

Yes 
Yes (explanations or 
response options) 

07 

1 Hard check The proband did not make an entry for the marital status of her child. 
Probably she found this question redundant in a way.  

Yes No 

29 Hard check 
At first, the proband did not deliver information on the economic sector 
of her side job. After the error message and clicking on the hyperlinks 
with further explanations, she types in “Arbeitnehmerüberlassung” (~ 
temporary employment). 

Yes, but low  
data quality 

Yes (explanations) 
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Proband 
No. 

Question 
No. 

Type of error message Reasons for error message Able to correct the 
error independently? 

Need for revision? 

106 Hard check 
The proband did not make an entry. Probably she missed the lower 
question at first (two questions on one screen), but was able to catch 
up. 

Yes Yes (screen design) 

09 39 Soft check 
The proband tried to skip the question without entry. Probably she did 
not know how to classify the few working hours in her marginal job (less 
than “normal” part-time). 

Yes 
Yes (explanations or 
response options) 

13 46 Hard check The proband entered a two-digit year. After the edit check, she corrected 
it to four-digit.  

Yes No 

14 156 Hard check 

The proband tried to skip the question without any entry. Then she se-
lected the response option “own employment” as main source of in-
come. Since she is a housewife without job, she probably confused her 
personal with the household income or missed the response option 
“Income of parents, also income of partners”.  

Yes, but low  
data quality 

No 

17 150 Soft check 

The retired proband correctly selected “public pension” as his source of 
income. This is the second response option in a list of six categories 
subsumed below the heading “Yes, including…” The soft check indicat-
ed that the proband should deliver information (which he did). So there 
is still a bug in programming that clicking on a subordinated response 
option does not automatically lead to an answer on the higher level.  

No, because bug in 
programming 
(respondent skipped 
the error message) 

Yes (error checks) 

18 

1 Hard check 
For the month of birth, the proband entered a number greater than 12 
(edit check). Probably she confused day with month of birth. 

Yes (yet the proband 
did not close, but 
minimize the error 
message) 

No 

74 Hard check 

A cross-plausibility check occurred. The number that the proband with a 
part-time job provided was not the overall sum of working hours she 
would like to work, but the number of working hours she would like to 
work more.  

Yes No 

11 Soft check 
For the second household member (child), the proband had problems in 
switching the perspective while delivering proxies. She clicked on 
“mother/father” to describe the relationship to the first person (herself). 
After the error message, she changed her answer to “daughter/son”. 

Yes No 
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Proband 
No. 

Question 
No. 

Type of error message Reasons for error message Able to correct the 
error independently? 

Need for revision? 

20 39 Soft check 
The proband tried to skip the question without any entry. Probably she 
did not know how to classify the few working hours in her marginal job 
(less than “normal” part-time). 

Yes 
Yes (explanations or 
response options) 
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Matrix 1.3: Reading behavior9 for selected, directly visible explanations across both testing waves10 

Explanations to  Read Scanned Not read 

Question 21  

(employment status, four lines) 

5/7 (tw 1) 

2/3 (tw 2) 

2/7(tw 1) 

– (tw2) 

– (tw1) 

1/3(tw 2) 

Question 39 

(full-time or part-time work, six lines) 

2/7(tw 1) 

1/2(tw 2) 

2/7(tw 1) 

– (tw2) 

3/7(tw 1) 

1/2 (tw 2) 

Question 49 

(actual working hours, eight lines) 

4/7(tw 1) 

2/3(tw 2) 

– (tw1) 

– (tw2) 

3/7(tw 1) 

1/3(tw 2) 

Question 61 

(additional employment or side job, four lines) 

4/6(tw 1) 

– (tw2) 

1/6(tw 1) 

1/3 (tw 2) 

1/6(tw 1) 

2/3(tw 2) 

Question 77 

(job search, eight lines) 

5/7(tw 1) 

2/3(tw 2) 

1/7(tw 1) 

– (tw2) 

1/7(tw 1) 

1/3(tw 2) 

Question 151, part 2.2 

(child benefit, four lines)dsfgsag 

2/9(tw 1) 

– (tw2) 

3/9(tw 1) 

– (tw2) 

4/9(tw 1) 

6/6(tw 2) 

                                                           

 

9Read (gaze duration of more than 5 seconds), scanned (gaze duration of 3 to 5 seconds), not read (gaze duration of less than 3 seconds). 

10The total number of probands varies because of skips in the web questionnaire and data losses in eye-tracking. 



100 

 

Matrix 1.4: Activated hyperlinks with further explanations across both testing waves, N = 12 

Proband No. Question no. Instruction content 

02 29 Local unity in the context of economic sector 

152 Sources of income 

04 7 Number of born children 

05 60  

06 
29 Local unity in the context of economic sector 

68 Local unity in the context of economic sector (side job) 

152 Sources of income 

07 

21 Classification of employment status 

29 Local unity in the context of economic sector 

64 Classification of employment status (side job) 

153 Net income 

08 150 Public pension 

11 7 Number of born children 

14 156 Main source of income 

15 

7 Number of born children 

29 Local unity in the context of economic sector 

156 Main source of income 

158 Social pension fund 

16 29 Local unity in the context of economic sector 

19 150 Public pension 

158 Social pension fund 
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Proband No. Question no. Instruction content 

20 68 Local unity in the context of economic sector (side job) 
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Matrix 1.5: Socio-demographic information about the ESSnet DCSS probands at Destatis 

 Proband Sex Age Education Current employment status Side job(s) 

W
av

e 
1

 

01 Male 52 High House husband None 

02 Female 46 High Housewife (marginally employed) Yes, two (4 hrs) 

03 Female 47 Medium Housewife (marginally employed) Yes, one (10 hrs) 

04 Male 37 High Student 
Yes, reserve officer 
(on-time) 

05 Female 42 High Employee (full-time) None 

06 Female 43 High Employee (part-time) Yes, one (9 hrs) 

07 Female 33 Low 
Unemployed and unpaid family 
worker 

Yes, one (5 hrs) 

08 Female 49 Medium Housewife (marginally employed) Yes, one (10 hrs) 

09 Female 48 High Unemployed Yes, one (10 hrs) 

10 Cancelled by probands 

11 Male 39 High Employee (full-time) Yes, one (5 hrs) 

W
av

e 
2

 

12 Cancelled by probands 

13 Female 46 Low Self-employed (part-time) None 

14 Female 48 High Housewife None 

15 Female 33 High Student Yes, one (8 hrs) 

16 Female 45 Medium Housewife (marginally employed) Yes, one (6 hrs) 

17 Male 65 Medium Retired None 

18 Female 51 Low Employee (part-time) 
Yes, one (12 hrs 
per month) 

19 Female 43 High Unemployed None 

20 Female 27 High Student Yes, two (15 hrs) 

21 Female 57 Low Unemployed None 
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Appendix 2 Desk Evaluation Form 

B 201 / 45 220 101 

Note Pad: Testing the German Microcensus/Labor Force Survey (LFS) web questionnaire in IDEV 

Update: 14.10.2013 

Please consider the following suggestions: 

 

• Enter https://www-idev.destatis.de/idev/OnlineMeldung  in your web browser 
• Please register with the following account details: 

o User ID: 
o Password: 

• Please complete the Microcensus/LFS IDEV questionnaire for yourself and for one addi-
tional household member of your choice (be thorough, but no need to be too meticulous-
ly precise). Make sure to submit the completed questionnaire. 

• Keep track of how much time you need to complete the survey. If you have to stop before 
actually completing the survey, please indicate the position where you left the survey. 

• After filling in the questionnaire, please use this file to electronically record your most 
important comments on the questionnaire. 

• We are predominantly interested in the handling of the IDEV questionnaire. You do not 
have to alert us to problems you might face regarding the content of the survey ques-
tions. 

• You do not have to make comments on every single topic. 
• There is no need to write down full sentences. We will go through your notes together in a 

short personal conversation.  
• Send your completed file to XX or YY.  We will get back to you to go through your notes to-

gether. 

Colleague:  

Unit:  

Type and version of web 
browser:  

Clock time of starting to fill 
in the survey):  

Clock time of completing 
the survey:  

Thank you very much for your support.

https://www-idev.destatis.de/idev/OnlineMeldung
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Topic Description of the problems that occurred 
In case of occurring problems: How 

severe do you consider them? Suggestions for improvements 
Critical Medium Minor 

Login 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Navigation while com-
pleting the question-
naire 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Navigation while correct-
ing responses 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Design of error messag-
es 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Switch to the other 
household member 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Overview of the structure 
of the IDEV question-
naire 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Design  of explanations 
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Topic Description of the problems that occurred 
In case of occurring problems: How 

severe do you consider them? Suggestions for improvements 
Critical Medium Minor 

 
 

Saving 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Sending 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Making corrections after 
the  confirmation page 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Printing after sending 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Logout 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Miscellaneous 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 



106 

 

Appendix 3: Structured Observational Protocol 
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Appendix 4: Performance Test 

 

 

The Display of IDEV-4  

in Different Devices, Browsers and with Varying 

Screen Resolution 

Introduction 

Electronic questionnaires must be programmed in a way that makes it easy for respondents to 

understand and answer questions. Ideally, the display and functionality of electronic question-

naires is similar no matter the conditions respondents choose to give their answers. For example, 

it should make no difference whether respondents complete the questionnaire on their laptop or 

on their tablet. We must assume, however, that the technical circumstances in which people 

choose to respond to an online survey has in fact some influence on how the questionnaire is 

displayed – and therefore has the potential to affect respondents’ answer behaviour. This is why 

it is important to test how electronic questionnaires work under different circumstances. Destatis 

has conducted a performance test for its electronic questionnaire of the Labour Force Survey 

which was programmed in IDEV 4, the in-house software package for web questionnaires used by 

Destatis. We took into account three important aspects regarding the performance of electronic 

questionnaires: a) type of device, b) type of browser and c) varying screen resolutions. The per-

formance test is supposed to provide suggestions on how to further improve the display of IDEV 4 

under different technical conditions. 

 

Testing experiments 

 

While the programming has been optimised for the use of two browsers (Mozilla Firefox from ver-

sion 16 and Internet Explorer from version 8) and a standard screen resolution of 1024 x 768 px, 

different technical conditions have been of major interest:  

 

Type of device 

With regard to the type of device used to complete the survey we tested the functionality 

on a PC, a laptop and – for the first time – also on two different tablets: the Apple iPad 4 
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(iOS 7.0 – Safari iPad) and the Samsung Galaxy Tab 8.9 P7300 (Android 4.0 – Android In-

ternet Browser).  

 

Browser 

The performance of the electronic questionnaire on PCs and laptops was furthermore 

assed for the four most common browsers in Germany: Mozilla Firefox, Google Chrome, 

Internet Explorer and Apple Safari.  

 

Screen solutions 

Finally, we looked at five popular screen resolution settings on PCs: 1024x768, 

1280x800, 1280x1024, 1440x900 and 1920x1080. 

 

Testing scenario 

The testing has been performed by desk evaluation with different devices used by methodologist 

at Destatis. No test persons were involved in the performance test but only staff members. A set 

of testing criteria was defined in advance in order to have a standardised evaluation. 

At Destatis, we value performance tests as a useful tool to improve the performance of electronic 

questionnaires. Even though a web survey cannot be optimised for all circumstances, it should 

have a performance which meets certain standards for all kind of different devices used via the 

internet. The LFS is a lengthy and complex survey which makes it very difficult to complete the 

questionnaire on smartphones. This is why the performance evaluation of the survey on 

smartphones was not part of this test. Testing and reporting can generally be executed easily 

within one week.  

 

Selected Findings 

 

In the following, we want to present some selected findings of the performance test that we deem 

particularly relevant. The specific examples of performance problems might not equally occur in 

other software packages used to design electronic questionnaires. More important is the general 

lessons that can be taken from these examples, which is, that performance tests are indeed use-

ful to improve the performance of electronic questionnaires. 
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1) ZOOM functions 
While using the the zoom function the display of questions and answering categories are sensi-

tive. Consequently,  testing is needed. For example, using the zoom function in the German case 

in order to minimise the display in the Internet Explorer on a PC led to a faulty break. The ques-

tion no longer appears at the intended position next to the navigation tree but at the bottom of 

the page. This problem occurs in four out of five screen resolution settings. 

 

Example 1: Zoom Functions on PCs 

 
Internet 8.0 Windows XP/Windows 7 1024x768/1280x800/1280x1024/1440x900  
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2) Scrolling functions 
 

When completing the survey on a laptop with the Safari browser, version 6.0.5 (in iOS 7.0.3), the 
scroll bar of the navigation tree is not visible. It only appears when touching the touchpad. Regu-
lar apple users, however, might be aware of this function. Non-appropriate scrolling features did 
occur while using Firefox or the Internet Explorer. However, generally it needs to be tested wheth-
er applied scrolling functions are running properly when using different browser options.   
 

Example 2: Scrolling on Laptops with Safari 6.0.5 (iOS 7.0.3) 
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3) Tablets 

 

The scroll bar of the navigation tree is generally not displayed on tablets (scrolling as such, how-

ever, works flawless). Furthermore, roll overs cannot be displayed on tablets as this function is 

only supported by PCs. 

 

3.1) Android Tablets 

On the Android tablet, respondents have to scroll on each question page to see the whole ques-

tion text or respectively the <Continue> button.. This is problematic in so far as the entire naviga-

tion of the questionnaire is performed by using exactly that button 

 

 

Example 3.1: Problems with Tablets: Android Internet Browser Android 4.0 
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3.2) Apple Tablets 

 

Using the Apple iPad, explanatory notes for specific questions appear in a separate window 

which overlaps the survey question. As a consequence, the explanation and the question 

text/answer options cannot be seen at the same time. 

Many pages are not fully displayed on the iPad. They are cut off on the right side of the page so 

that the logout (“Abmelden”) and help (“Hilfe”) buttons are only partially visible. 

 

 

Example 3.2: Safari iPad (iOS 7.0.3) 
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