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Executive Summary 

Designing and testing web questionnaires  

While web questionnaires are still rarely used in population surveys in official statistics at this 

point in time, the near future will see the addition of web to mixed mode designs in social 

statistics in a number of European countries. 14 out of 24 statistical offices state in 2013 that 

they have concrete plans to add web in social surveys within the following five years 

(Blanke/Luiten 2014: 14). The implementation of this change in data collection will pose a 

number of challenges to statistical offices. Among them is the task to design web questionnaires 

with the aim of keeping measurement errors and respondent burden low. This challenge was the 

main objective of Work Package II of the ESSnet Project “Data Collection for Social Surveys Using 

Multiple Modes” (DCSS). 

The testing results are presented in two chapters in this report. One details the findings with 

regard to the functionality (Do the features of the web questionnaire work?) and the usability (Do 

respondents understand and make effective use of the functionalities?) of the web 

questionnaires. The second chapter focuses on questionnaire content, more specifically on 

respondents’ comprehension of particular questions in the Labour Force Survey. 

With regard to both of these testing goals, it is important to consider that web questionnaires for 

the LFS and other social surveys in official statistics have to be designed for a mixed mode 

environment. This always raises a number of questions: How strictly should the web 

questionnaire be a copy of the original questionnaire(s) of already running modes? Should we 

harness all the technological potential to get the best possible measurement in web even if this 

might lead to measurement differences with other modes? Should a question be adapted to the 

web mode – for example with regard to wording of the question, the number of answer categories 

or the explanation offered to respondents – as this might lead to functionally equivalent 

measurements across all modes? Or is the best way to achieve similar measurements and to 

avoid mode effects to use the same questionnaire as strictly as possible across all modes?  

Testing methods 

In the course of the project, all five partner countries – Germany, Finland, the Netherlands, 

Norway and the UK – have started developing web questionnaires for the Labour Force Survey. All 

countries used qualitative pretest methods, predominantly cognitive interviewing, in order to test 

their electronic questionnaires. Some countries carried out additional quantitative pilot studies. 

The Netherlands have already included web as part of their LFS mixed mode design since 2012 

and have gathered a range of interesting data from the experience of having the web 

questionnaire in the field, as for example, paradata on web survey breakoff. 
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Web questionnaire design: Findings on functionality & usability 

The testing of web questionnaire functionality and usability predominantly dealt with the 

following issues: the design of login and welcome pages as well as questionnaire length, 

instructions and explanations, navigation (particularly in household questionnaires), the don’t 

know option, error checks, grid questions and visual design in general. Another important goal 

was to test strategies in response to the challenge posed by an increasing amount of web survey 

respondents who want to complete web questionnaires on a mobile device. 

Welcome Page & Visual design 

The welcome page and the general visual design are crucial factors in the motivation of 

respondents to complete web questionnaires. Due to the absence of interviewers, web 

questionnaire design is an important aspect in the communication with respondents. The issue 

of visual design is one of the highest priorities when converting an interviewer-administrated 

questionnaire to an online self-completion format. Inadequately displayed functionalities and 

the use of inappropriate wording of questions potentially increase burden during the completion 

process as well as having an effect on the quality of the information the respondent records. 

The information on the welcome page should be relevant and support the respondent in a user-

friendly way and invite/stimulate/activate the respondent to complete the questionnaire.  

Consider the following in the design of the welcome page: 

 Make the text as short as possible. 

 Use bullet points where possible. 

 Implement some short information of the aim of the survey and use a hyperlink to provide 

additional information for those who are interested. 

 Move relevant information to specific screens in the questionnaire; for instance, the 

importance of the submission process should only be highlighted at the end of the 

questionnaire. 

 

Instructions and Explanations 

A general finding of pretests in all countries is that a substantial amount of respondents do not 

make use of instructions and explanations. This can be due to the fact that respondents feel they 

do not need additional information, fail to notice the information offered to them or that they try 

to avoid any additional efforts in the answer process that they consider unnecessary. A good 
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design of instructions, bringing across essential information to the right group of respondents is 

therefore crucial. The following recommendations could help to achieve this aim: 

 Restrict the use of instructions and explanations to the most essential ones in order to 

lower respondents’ cognitive burden. 

 Consider using filter questions instead of instructions (make sure, however, that in mixed 

mode surveys, there is still functional equivalence between modes after changing the 

phrasing of questions in web). 

 Show instructions of relevance for all respondents directly below the questions 

 Consider embedding short instructions within question wording, particularly those which 

are relevant for all respondents. 

 Consider placing longer instructions and those only relevant for some respondents 

behind a hyperlink. 

 Use short bullet points in the phrasing of instructions and explanations instead of long 

sentences. 

 

Navigation/Household approach 

While automatic navigation by previous and next buttons is intuitive and easy to handle for 

respondents, additional features of navigation between household members or self-initiated 

corrections are a challenge for respondents. With regard to navigation between household 

members, the following conclusions could be made: 

 Dashboards are the preferable option in order to easily navigate between household 

members within one questionnaire. 

 Additional tabs could make it easier to switch between household members; British tests 

yield tentative evidence that tabs would be welcomed by respondents, but further testing 

is necessary. 

 Navigation trees are another option to allow respondents to navigate between household 

members; however, operating a navigation tree is more demanding in terms of 

respondents’ motivation and skills than dashboards/tabs.  

 

Don’t know option (DK) 

The don’t know option is a highly relevant topic with regard to data quality. Research studies 

have shown that including a specific DK option in fact increases the proportion of respondents 

who report that they don’t know by “5 to as much as 30 percentage points” (Holbrook 2008: 

209). If DK is always presented as an answer category, it will be chosen substantially more often. 
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If DK is never offered, it is possible that respondents are forced to give an answer even though 

none of the answer options apply, which may lead to biased data (this might be particularly 

problematic in proxy interviews). In some cases the unavailability of a DK category might 

contribute to higher drop-out rates. It is essential to achieve a balance between advantages and 

disadvantages and find a justifiable solution for the DK option. The availability of a DK option 

should also be discussed from the viewpoint of the equivalence between different data collection 

modes. Based on testing, the following conclusions and recommendations could be made: 

 The “hidden” DK option can function as an equivalent way to present DK in web 

questionnaires compared to the practice in CATI/CAPI to not explicitly read out the DK 

option but still allow for it as an answer option in some cases (however, quantitative 

research on this issue is needed). 

 If a household survey relies on proxy interviews, however, one might rather consider 

using the visible DK option or allowing respondents to move to the next question without 

a hard check in place. 

 In questions in which DK is a relevant response option, it should be possible to choose 

DK in all modes of a mixed mode survey design. 

 

Error Checks 

One of the advantages of web questionnaires is the possibility to integrate error checks into the 

questionnaire. Implausible or incomplete answers can be corrected during data entry by the 

respondents themselves. This may contribute to clean data sets right from the start of data 

collection. Respondents nowadays also expect web applications to include some form of error 

checking. However, soft, hard or edit checks do not only lead to positive effects. For instance, a 

survey including too many error checks or error messages with poor wording may result in higher 

drop-out rates. Consequently, it is a matter of balancing: 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 web questionnaires 

subject to testing in this project proved to be fairly unproblematic with regard to error checks: 

Test respondents generally view error checks as a common feature of online forms and were open 

to respond to error messages. Error checks were problematic, however, in instances in which 

respondents did not understand the error, neither the wording of the error message and finally 

how to correct. Based on testing, the following conclusions and recommendations could be 

made: 

 

 If many respondents receive error messages on a specific question, this is a clear 

indicator that this question needs to be revised. 
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 The amount and type of error checks to implement in a web questionnaire depends on 

the number of questions, topics, whether the survey is obligatory or voluntary as well as 

whether proxy-interviews are allowed.  

 Edit checks are useful and recommended. 

 It might be helpful to restrict the use of hard checks to questions that are essential to the 

routing of the questionnaire. 

 Soft checks and the hidden don’t know option are useful additional tools for error 

checking.  

 Soft checks can perform a function that is very similar to the hidden don’t know option 

 Make sure that error messages are concise; error messages should clearly indicate the 

cause of error and how to proceed when correcting. 

 

 

Findings on different devices 

The topic of different devices is highly relevant since the variation in terms of device types, 

operative systems, screen resolutions and browsers has increased manifold in recent years. 

Striving towards technical stability and functional equivalence across as many technical 

configurations as possible is a great challenge. NSIs cannot fully control the computer settings of 

their respondents but must strive to adapt to the constellations most common among users. 

 

 Always carry out systematic technical testing using a test protocol, covering the most 

common platforms, devices, browsers and screen resolutions. Check whether Web 

Content Accessibility (WCAG) guidelines are met: http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/wcag   

 Make survey-specific decisions on whether a strict mobile first approach is suitable for a 

specific survey. If grids or spread sheet style calculations are necessary, if much clarifying 

information should be available for all respondents, or if the questionnaire is quite long, 

mobile may not be the best format. 

 In case a sufficient quality of questionnaire display on smart phones cannot be 

guaranteed, it should be considered to recommend or force respondents who try 

completing the questionnaire on a smart phone to switch to a different device. 

 SMS invitations should always be linked to mobile-friendly questionnaires. 

 If not “mobile-friendly”, questionnaires should be at least sufficiently “finger-friendly” to 

facilitate completion on tablet devices. 

 Know the possibilities and the limitations of the survey software package regarding the 

visual presentation of the content. If possible, use a software package that adapts layout 

well to different types of screens and devices (adaptive design). 

http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/wcag
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 Be prepared for future developments. Software may be able to adapt questionnaires and 

content to different types of devices based on screen size rather than the handheld/non-

handheld dichotomy. Questionnaires can thus be designed so that more information will 

be displayed on bigger handheld screens, and less on smaller handheld screens, with 

links to additional information, or even different sequences of questions. This is 

analogous to websites with PC, tablet and mobile versions of their content (see e.g. de 

Bruijne and Wijnant 2014). It will also make testing for mode effects and device effects 

more complex. 

 

Grid questions 

Generally speaking, pretesting showed satisfactory results in the evaluation of simple grids (as in 

contrast to overly complex household matrices). Due to the factual nature of questions in the LFS, 

grids are generally less prone to data quality problems associated with grids in questionnaires on 

attitudes. Grids can help to enter data quickly and easily and might even increase data quality. 

The Finnish solution for capturing respondents’ actual weekly working hours allows for a detailed 

entry of data in a clear grid design. However, thorough design is requested. Problems can occur 

with grid questions when trying to design questionnaires for the use on handheld devices. 

 

Web questionnaire design: Findings on potentially problematic LFS variables in web  

The overarching challenge in the design of web questionnaires besides the functionality and 

usability of the instrument is to safeguard respondents’ understanding of a question as intended 

without the help of an interviewer. This is particularly important for two types of questions: (a) 

questions that are in themselves central for basic results and (b) questions that serve as filters 

for upcoming sequences of questions. In both cases the enormous potential of electronic 

questionnaires, such as automatic routing or error checks, also has limitations: Concepts must 

be understood correctly by the respondents and programming the follow-up of skips cannot help 

when it comes to comprehension problems. An appropriate design can support the transfer of 

concepts, for example by providing explanations and instructions in a visually appealing design, 

but only to a certain extent. Thus, testing the comprehension of selected questions is advisable. 

 

1. Respondents in standard employment situations had fewer difficulties with completing 

the web questionnaire. Basically, the classification was easy to handle, but respondents 

felt rather tired since the follow-up of questions seemed to be almost the same questions 

(e.g. distinction between main status, professional status and status in reference week 

(see MAINSTAT, WSTATOR, STAPRO), so that it was less motivating to fill in the 

questionnaire and might create scenarios of satisficing, which has been observed in the 
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case of Germany. Furthermore, it was noticed, that not all respondents carefully read 

questions (as reading behaviour tends to be more scanning than reading the full 

sentence), which can have an impact on data quality.   

2. Subgroups of employed respondents are more sensitive in entering correct data. These 

groups are: people in marginal employment or with several jobs, in a work on call 

contract or in parental-leave as well as self-employed, freelance-workers and temporarily 

employed. This is due to the fact that either the answer options they were provided with 

were perceived as not adequately corresponding with their actual working conditions, or 

generally the terminology did not fit to their situation and labelling of jobs. This result is 

in line with former tests conducted by Destatis and CBS. SSB Norway stated: “Many 

problems from the CATI questionnaire are reinforced in CAWI mode due to the absence of 

an interviewer for guidance and clarification”.  

3. Questions on unemployment: The general questions on searching jobs by different 

activities and means has been understood by respondents. But, questions on work 

availability and duration of seeking a job are more difficult to answer. Additionally, the 

concept on the administrative term “being registered as unemployed in contrast to 

registered to search, but being still employed caused difficulties in the case of Germany. 

4. Generally speaking, several problems from CATI/CAPI questionnaires are reinforced in 

CAWI due to the absence of an interviewer for guidance and clarification, when wording is 

unclear and concepts need to be explained. Thus, improvements to wording of questions 

and clarifications would be beneficial (and would also help interviewers). 

5. While not a specific subject of testing, it seems plausible to assume that proxy interviews 

are also a threat to data quality in CAWI. Dutch pretests of LFS educational attainment 

questions for several modes, including web, caution against the use of proxy interviews 

in the LFS.  Switching from household to individual web questionnaires, however, might 

come with sampling and technical problems. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The Dutch experience in running CAWI as part of their LFS mixed mode design and the insights 

from testing in the other four project partner countries show that in terms of functionality and 

usability web questionnaires can be employed to conduct social surveys. In this respect, CAWI 

can be viewed as an additional mode with particular advantages and disadvantages. The report 

at hand tries to outline in detail the challenges that exist in designing web questionnaires for 

social surveys using the example of the Labour Force Survey.  
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Web surveys combine the advantages of computer-assisted questionnaires, such as automatic 

routing and edit checks, with the standardisation of self-completion questionnaires: There is no 

measurement error introduced by the presence and behaviour of interviewers. The absence of 

interviewers in web questionnaires, however, is likely to also cause measurement error. 

Particular subgroups among the respondents seem to need the advice that interviewers provide 

with more complicated questions in the LFS and which they do not receive in web 

questionnaires, either because the necessary instructions are not available in web or because 

the respondents lack the motivation to receive help, for example by clicking on hyperlinked 

instructions. Getting respondents to read instructions and providing particular respondents with 

the help necessary for them is a remaining challenge in the design of web questionnaires.  

There is an ongoing discussion about the best procedure when developing new web 

questionnaires for a mixed mode survey (a good overview is provided by de Leeuw/Hox 2011). 

The unimode design principle states that questions, answer categories and explanations should 

be designed equally across all modes so that respondents provide the same answers, 

independent of the mode in which the questions are asked. In contrast, proponents of mode-

specific questionnaire design argue that in order to avoid measurement differences between 

modes it is sometimes necessary to purposefully design questionnaires differently. Instead of 

using the same stimulus to receive the same response across all modes (unimode), 

questionnaires could contain different but functionally equivalent stimuli across different modes 

with the aim of achieving similar answer distributions (mode-specific). While for most questions 

the straightforward unimode approach is likely to be the most reliable to achieve measurement 

equivalence, the project concludes that with regard to some design choices it is advisable to 

adjust the questionnaire for CAWI. Adaption is particularly necessary with regard to the amount, 

wording and display of instructions, the type and amount of error checks and the use of grids. 

Caution should be exercised when it comes to changing the wording of questions and answer 

categories. 

Some limitations should be considered when interpreting the pretest results in this report:  

 Many findings from qualitative pretests have yet to be confirmed by quantitative 

research. The way respondents behave in the context of tests, which often take place in a 

laboratory setting, is likely to be different than the behaviour of respondents who have to 

complete the web questionnaire in everyday circumstances at home.  

 Questionnaire length and the household approach in particular are among the features of 

web questionnaires of some of the partner countries that could still prove to be a 

challenge when implementing CAWI for the data collection in social surveys. 
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 When creating web questionnaires, country-specific circumstances need to be taken into 

account; some findings from the pretests might not be generalizable to other national 

contexts. 

  



12 
 

Background: The ESSnet DCSS Project 

While web questionnaires are still rarely used in population surveys in official statistics at this 

point in time, the near future will see the addition of web to mixed mode designs in a number of 

European countries. 14 out of 24 statistical offices state in 2013 that they have concrete plans to 

add web in social surveys within the following five years (Blanke/Luiten 2014: 14). The 

implementation of this change in data collection will pose a number of challenges to statistical 

offices. It was the objective of the ESSnet DCSS project to address these challenges and thus 

increase the cooperation on matters of multi-mode data collection within the ESS.  

The extended use of multiple mode data collection including CAWI for social surveys in the ESS 

has been considered part of the strategy to modernise European social statistics (Eurostat 2011). 

Multiple mode survey designs are usually considered for one or more of the following expected 

benefits: lowering costs, improving timeliness, reducing coverage error, improving response 

rates or reducing measurement error (Dillman et al. 2009: 302-306). Another motivation for NSIs 

to introduce web as part of a multiple mode design is that some respondents expect the 

government to allow for the opportunity to complete surveys online.    

The three leading questions of the ESSnet DCSS project were:  

 How to design web questionnaires for mixed mode social surveys?  

 How to organise mixed mode data collection?  

 How to define and measure mode effects? And how to adjust for mode effects? 

The Labour Force Survey (LFS), the “by far largest and most visible household survey in the 

European Statistical System” (Körner/van der Valk 2011), was chosen as the survey for which all 

test web questionnaires were programmed and all questionnaire testing was conducted. 

The project tries to provide the following services in its reports: 

 To outline the choices that NSIs face when introducing web and mixed mode data 

collection in social surveys 

 To assess whether the common expectations and concerns about the benefits and 

drawbacks of introducing web and mixed mode data collection in social surveys are 

justified 

 To provide recommendations on the design of web questionnaires and on mixed mode 

data collection strategies where the evidence allows for this 

 To show the usefulness of cooperation among NSIs on these common challenges 
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At the end of the ESSnet period, the findings of the project were presented at a concluding 

workshop in Wiesbaden, Germany, hosted by Destatis. All outputs of the ESSnet DCSS project are 

available on the CROS-Portal website:  http://www.cros-portal.eu/content/data-collection 

  

http://www.cros-portal.eu/content/data-collection
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1. Introduction: Research Interests in WP II „Web Data Collection” 

The introduction or increased application of mixed mode data collection including CAWI will pose 

a number of challenges to statistical offices. Among them is the task to design web 

questionnaires with the aim of keeping measurement error and respondent burden low. This 

challenge was the main objective of Work Package II of the ESSnet Project “Data Collection for 

Social Surveys Using Multiple Modes” (DCSS).  

For the foreseeable future, web questionnaires for the LFS and for other social surveys in official 

statistics will likely only be conceivable as part of a mixed mode design, not as a single mode. 

Web questionnaires will be introduced in mixed mode environments and in long-running surveys 

with a longitudinal time series requirement. In this context, designers of web questionnaires will 

face conflicting aims. One challenge is to harness all opportunities and advantages of web 

questionnaires in order to create an instrument that yields the best measurements with the 

lowest measurement error. This, however, needs to be balanced with the potentially conflicting 

aim to achieve consistent measurements between all modes in the mixed mode design. In long-

running surveys such as the LFS, there will furthermore be an incentive to align new modes with 

existing modes in order to achieve consistent time series measurements. How to priorities these 

conflicting aims when designing new web questionnaires for a mixed mode environment needs 

to be decided with the particular circumstances of the respective survey in mind. In the course of 

this report, several examples for innovative web questionnaire design will be presented which try 

to combine these potentially conflicting aims. 

In the current practice of the LFS in the ESS, adding web questionnaires to the data collection 

design will mean to introduce a self-completion survey mode to existing interviewer-assisted 

survey modes. Almost all LFS questionnaires in Europe are currently conducted in interviewer-

assisted modes, mainly by CATI and CAPI, some still with PAPI instruments (see Blanke/Luiten 

2014). The absence of interviewers could be viewed positively as interviewer effects such as 

social desirability bias would be expected to be lower than in modes with interviewers. While this 

could be particularly the case with regard to many surveys on attitudes, the factual questions in 

the LFS do not seem to be particularly prone to social desirability effects. Körner and Liersch 

(2014: 30) in fact find no evidence for social desirability bias in interviewer-assisted modes in 

the German LFS.  

There will be some new challenges introduced by self-completion in web questionnaires, 

particularly since interviewers also have positive effects on the quality of survey data. (Good) 

interviewers motivate respondents to complete questionnaires and they offer helpful assistance 

and clarifications with regard to more complex questions. Ideally, all the help that interviewers 

provide to respondents would be included right in the design of the web questionnaire. It poses a 
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significant challenge to the designers of CAWI instruments when “there is no interviewer to serve 

as go-between, to compensate for poor design, to explain what the designer really meant.” 

(Couper 2008: 34)  Much of the work done in WP II of this ESSnet project tried to find out how 

severe the challenges in switching to self-completion actually are and if/how interviewer-

assistance can be adequately replaced in web questionnaires. 

Next to these challenges there are of course a range of opportunities with computerised surveys, 

such as visual design, routing, edit checks, customised wording or the variety of question types 

(cf. Couper 2008: 28-34). One important research question in this regard follows from the 

distinction between functionality and usability. While there are many opportunities in the design 

of web questionnaires, we must insure that respondents are actually able to understand and are 

also willing to use the functionalities included. “A product by itself has no value, it has value only 

insofar as it is used” (Dumas/Redish 1999: 4). It is an integral part in the design of web 

questionnaires to find out how they are used and understood by respondents. This can only be 

done by way of testing. In other words, “design is not simply a matter of taste. Design can – and 

should – be evidence based” (Couper 2008: 38). 

In context of the ESSnet DCSS, all five partner countries tested web questionnaires for the Labour 

Force Survey (LFS). While four countries employed newly created web questionnaires for testing 

purposes, the Netherlands has already included web in their mixed mode design for the LFS. 

When creating new web questionnaires, numerous design choices have to be made which all 

potentially influence measurement error. It is therefore crucial to thoroughly test these new 

instruments before they become part of the actual data collection design. Conducting these tests 

within an international project proved to be particularly productive: Some tasks can be divided to 

save resources while others can be shared to gain insights about cross-national similarities or 

differences. 

The remainder of the report is structured as follows. Chapter 2 will provide background 

information on the pretesting conducted in the five countries. This includes information on how 

the web questionnaires were designed and how testing was performed. This chapter also 

elaborates on the existing differences in the LFS across the five countries and the particular 

research interests countries had in testing their CAWI instruments. 

The findings of pretesting are presented in chapter 3. Chapter 3.1 lists the findings from testing 

the usability of web questionnaires in the five partner countries and different design approaches. 

The topics in this chapter have been discussed by other authors under various headlines, such 

as “design” of web surveys (Couper 2008) or “measurement issues in web surveys” (Calderwood 

2013). Among the topics discussed in this chapter are, for example, the navigation of web 
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questionnaires, the use of different devices, don’t know options and error checks or the design of 

instructions and explanations.  

Chapter 3.2 on “Critical Questions” details the insights from tests in all five countries with regard 

to LFS variables that have been suspected to possibly be problematic in the CAWI instruments. 

Comprehensions problems might arise for respondents in the transformation of survey questions 

from interviewer-led survey modes to a self-completion questionnaire. How to quantify mode 

effects for specific questions in the LFS has been a major research question within Work Package 

III of the ESSnet DCSS. In this report we have a closer look at how certain questions might pose 

cognitive challenges to the respondents of LFS web questionnaires. Which problems do 

respondents face in their process of answering questions? And can these problems be ascribed 

to the inherent features of the CAWI mode and self-completion? Findings of Work Package II with 

regard to critical questions are based on qualitative research and can therefore only raise 

suspicions about the potential existence of mode effects. In order to make any valid statements 

about mode effects, it is always required to conduct quantitative research. 

Both chapters on the usability of CAWI instruments (3.1) and on possible “critical questions” 

(3.2) expand on the difficulties designers of mixed mode questionnaires face when having both 

interviewer and non-interviewer modes in their survey design. Throughout the chapters, 

strategies are discussed on how to best ask questions in a way that they elicit the same 

responses across different modes.   
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2. Five pretests: Topics and Approaches 

In the course of the ESSnet DCSS project, the five partner countries Germany, Finland, the 

Netherlands, Norway and the UK have started developing web questionnaires of the Labour Force 

Survey. All countries used qualitative pretest methods in order to test their electronic 

questionnaires. Some countries carried out additional quantitative pilot studies. The Netherlands 

have already included web as part of their LFS mixed mode design since 2012 and have gathered 

a range of interesting data from the experience of the web questionnaire in the field, for example, 

on web survey breakoff.  

In their qualitative pretests, all partner countries looked into “critical questions”, LFS variables 

and concepts that might not be fully captured by respondents in self-completing web 

questionnaires and therefore could be a potential source for mode effects. In some instances, 

several countries experienced similar problems relating to the same LFS variables. But there are 

also cases in which only one or two countries report on a LFS variable as “critical question”. With 

regard to the usability or design of the web questionnaires, countries chose different focal 

points. For example, while Statistics Norway’s chief interest was in design strategies for web 

questionnaires using different devices including handheld units, the Office of National Statistics 

(UK) primarily researched matters of visual design of web questionnaires, whereas Destatis (DE) 

concentrated more on navigation and error checks. 

Table 1 gives and overview over basic information on the testing approaches of the partners. The 

following chapter outlines in more detail the specific backgrounds with regard to the Labour 

Force Survey and data collection methods in each country and the specific work that was done in 

testing the newly developed LFS web questionnaires.  
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Table 1 Overview of pretest approaches in the five partner countries

Country Methods used 
in pretesting 

Number of test 
persons 

Additional 
quantitative 
pilots? 

Software used 
for web 
questionnaire 

Household 
or individual 
approach? 

Main research 
interests 

Plans for 
implementation of 
CAWI in LFS 

Germany (DE) Cognitive 
interviewing, 
observation, 
eye-tracking  

2 waves with a 
total of 19 test 
respondents 

No IDEV 4 (in-
house) 

Household Navigation; 
household 
approach; error 
checks 

CAWI shall widely 
replace PAP as 
supplementary 
mode to the main 
mode CAPI  

Finland (FI) Cognitive 
interviewing, 
observation 

3 waves with a 
total of 22 test 
respondents 

Yes Blaise IS Individual Instructions; don’t 
know option; grids 

1st wave CATI;  2nd 
to 5th wave CATI 
and CAWI 

United 
Kingdom (UK) 

Cognitive 
interviewing, 
observation 

3 waves with a 
total of 90 test 
respondents 

No Blaise IS and 
Blaise 5 

Household Visual design; 
questionnaire 
length; log-in 
process 

Employing a 
registration pilot 
initially, then 
implementation of 
a modularised 
version of the LFS 
specifically for 
CAWI 

Netherlands 
(NL) 

Cognitive 
interviewing, 
observation, 
reviews, 
paradata 
analysis 

10-30 test 
respondents 

Yes Blaise 4.8 Household Instructions; don’t 
know option; 
breakoffs; log-in 
and welcome page 

CAWI already part 
of current LFS 
mixed-mode 
design 

Norway (NO) Cognitive 
interviewing, 
observation, 
eye-tracking 

4 waves with a 
total of 21 test 
respondents 

Yes  Blaise IS Individual Feasibility of 
adapting LFS to 
handheld units; 
mobile-first 
approach; 
questionnaire 
dialogue 

No decision made; 
possibly CAWI as 
auxiliary mode for 
first wave (after 
CATI), and main 
mode 2nd to 8th 
wave 
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Germany 

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

census. The survey is conducted by applying the household concept: Within each household all 

individuals are interviewed by using one household questionnaire integrating the individual 

parts. Thus data from more than 800 000 individuals are collected. The main mode is computer-

assisted personal interviewing (CAPI). A self-completion paper form (PAP) 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 questionnaires should widely replace the PAP instrument in order to 

simplify fieldwork, raise response rates, meet the expectations of the respondents and improve 

the timeliness of data delivery. 

A Java-based in-house-software (IDEV) was developed in 2005, embedded in the overall IT-

environment of Destatis. It is the standard tool for programming and hosting web questionnaires 

in German official statistics. IDEV has been initially developed and used for business and 

administrative web surveys only. Beginning in 2009, the software has been adapted to the 

demands for social statistics. 

Destatis developed and tested the LFS web test questionnaire with a set of different methods. 

The starting 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 overall design. Some fundamental revision was initiated before functionality and 

performance testing 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 conditions (observation, eye-tracking, cognitive interviewing) 

were conducted with a total of 19 respondents.  

Finland 

The Finnish Labour Force Survey (LFS) is based on the individual approach. The data for the LFS 

are collected with computer-assisted telephone interviews (CATI) by Statistics Finland’s 

interviewers. The monthly sample consists of some 12,000 persons. 
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Web data collection has been used in all major and permanent business surveys since the end of 

2006. Statistics Finland has set the strategic goal to also enable mixed mode data collection in 

the production of official household statistics, especially in the LFS, by 2017. In the area of 

official social statistics, the development of web data collection is based on the Blaise software 

(the Finnish LFS web test questionnaire has also been programmed in Blaise). 

The questions from the CATI questionnaire have been transferred to the CAWI questionnaire 

applying both the uni-mode and mode-specific approach: Some questions have the same 

question wording and structure in both modes, while some questions are adapted to the CAWI 

mode and thus differ between the modes. During designing and testing, the aim was to ensure 

functional equivalence even though it required changes in the question structure or wording. 

The testing concentrated on the conceptual aspects of the questionnaire (understanding of 

questions) and, especially, on the usability. An important aim was to maintain the functional 

equivalence and comparability to the CATI questionnaire. The pretesting data consist of 22 

cognitive interviews which were conducted by Statistics Finland’s cognitive laboratory. The 

testing process was iterative, meaning that the questionnaire was revised and improved 

according to the test results after each testing round (3 rounds altogether). The testing rounds 

were implemented by combining the cognitive interview and usability testing methods. 

The Netherlands 

In recent years, Statistics Netherlands have redesigned a number of their social surveys to 

incorporate mixed mode data collection, including web data collection. In 2010, telephone 

interviewing (CATI) was added next to the traditional mode of face-to-face interviewing (CAPI) in 

the first wave of the LFS. In 2012, the first wave of the LFS changed into a sequential fully mixed 

mode design, including web data collection. For the duration of six months in 2012, this new 

design was conducted parallel to the old design (CAPI). Several projects on pretesting, piloting 

and evaluating were performed between 2010 and 2014 and knowledge on a number of relevant 

issues has been gathered on questionnaire design, mode effects and usability aspects. 

Triangulation from results of qualitative and quantitative methods yields relevant information 

and recommendations of mixed mode data collection of social surveys that may benefit 

European colleagues.  The wealth of Dutch testing experiences already prior to the ESSnet project 

was also taken into account in this project report. 

The current LFS web application is built in BLAISE 4.8. In transferring the LFS questionnaire from 

an interview based mode to a self-completing web based mode, an approach was used that 

applied uni-mode for several questions, while for other questions a specified mode-design 

(functional equivalence) was chosen. With the introduction of multiple data collection modes, 
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especially web, a number of issues was raised that all relate to the complexity of the Labour 

Force Survey design. Particularly demanding from a methodological standpoint are the use of a 

household sample approach with five sequential waves, proxy interviews and the complex 

questionnaire design of the LFS. 

Norway 

The Norwegian LFS today is a single-mode CATI survey with a sample of families. Fieldwork is 

primarily done from Statistics Norway’s call centres, with some follow-up done by locally based 

interviewers. In 2011, a large part of the LFS was pretested using expert appraisal and cognitive 

interviews (Gulløy et al. 2012). Results from these tests were used as input for the ESSnet 

project. Statistics Norway conducted 4 waves of qualitative pretests within the project, consisting 

of cognitive interviews and usability tests, with a total of 21 test respondents.  

The questionnaire was programmed in Blaise IS. It was built from scratch, in general following the 

CATI questionnaire but with some modifications to better adapt to the CAWI mode. Changes 

included turning certain interviewer instructions into questions and splitting up questions with 

many response categories into multiple questions. In addition to the testing of critical questions 

in the Norwegian LFS questionnaire, the tests had two general, interrelated aims: 1) adapting the 

LFS questionnaire to handheld devices, and 2) compensating for interviewer absence through 

questionnaire dialogues. The first primarily deals with technical solutions and usability, the 

second addresses survey communication. The C-moto style sheet was used to adapt the web 

questionnaire to handheld units.  

In order to be able to make inferences about how and to what extent questionnaire dialogues 

would actually be used by ordinary respondents, Statistics Norway furthermore conducted two 

pilot studies with a total of 233 respondents. This way information could also be gathered on 

which devices actual respondents would use to complete the questionnaire. In the pilot, 

additional questions were added on whether the respondents used the hyperlinks to access 

clarifying information and on the helpfulness of the clarifying information. Information on actual 

use of hyperlinks and devices used was collected from paradata. 

United Kingdom 

The UK Labour Force Survey is a longitudinal survey with a rotating panel design and each 

quarter's LFS achieved sample of 45,000 households is made up of five panel "waves", each of 

approximately 9,000 addresses. Until recently, the majority of Wave 1 interviews were carried out 

by CAPI with the remainder being carried out by CATI. After Wave 1, a mixed mode interviewing 

approach is taken. Telephone numbers collected at Wave 1 are used where possible to use CATI 
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follow up interviews from Wave 2 onwards. Where this isn’t possible, face to face interviewing 

continues. 

The Office for National Statistics (ONS) has recently carried out a series of waves of qualitative 

testing on the LFS web test questionnaire. The overall aim of the project was to assess how 

respondents react to the visual design of the questionnaire instrument, how easily they are able 

to navigate their way through the questionnaire and how easy guidance for self-completion is to 

follow. Other aspects of web questionnaire design, such as the inclusion of a progress bar, 

questionnaire length and satisficing were also investigated. 

 A total of ninety respondents were recruited over three waves to take part in the on-line 

completion process. Sample stratifiers employed for this opportunity sample were age, economic 

status, household type and gender. All interviews took place in the respondents’ homes using a 

laptop supplied by ONS. The respondents were required to complete the survey on their own with 

no guidance from the interviewer. The interviewers observed how the respondents completed the 

questionnaire taking notes where necessary and a cognitive interview was completed once the 

respondent had completed the survey.  

Original designs for an on-line version of the LFS questionnaire were devised using Blaise 

Internet Services (Blaise IS), a more advanced version of Blaise 4.8 which was redesigned to 

include additional features which ensured that it was more internet friendly in terms of on-line 

completion of questionnaires. As a result of negative feedback in terms of visual design features 

it was agreed that future designs would be created within Blaise 5, the most recent version of 

Blaise which incorporates a wider range of design features that are expected to make the 

questionnaire completion process more user friendly. 
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3. Results 

3.1 Usability, functionalities, layout and devices 

In this chapter, we report the pretest results with regard to standard issues in web questionnaire 

design, such as for example, visual design matters, navigation options or error checks. There 

already is a considerable amount of published research on these topics. The added value we 

hope to provide are insights with regard to the practical implementation for social surveys in 

official statistics. An increasingly important question that affects all these choices in web 

questionnaire design is: How to deal with the fact that a growing amount of survey respondents 

will want to complete web questionnaires on mobile devices (cf. de Bruijne/Wijnant 2014)? The 

chapter “Findings on different devices” presents the Norwegian test results on the usability of a 

“mobile-first” approach in the design of web questionnaires for social surveys.  

There is a common thread that runs through the upcoming chapters on different issues in the 

development of new CAWI instruments for the LFS. Web questionnaires for the LFS and other 

social surveys in official statistics have to be designed for a mixed mode environment. This 

always raises a number of questions: How strictly should the web questionnaire be a copy of the 

original questionnaire(s) of already running modes? Should we harness all the technological 

potential to get the best possible measurement in web even if this might lead to measurement 

differences with other modes? Should a question be adapted to the web mode – for example with 

regard to wording of the question, the number of answer categories or the explanation offered to 

respondents – as this might lead to functionally equivalent measurement across all modes? Or is 

the best way to achieve similar measures and to avoid mode effects to use the same 

questionnaire as strictly as possible across all modes? Design choices in the development of new 

web questionnaires always depend on the answers to these questions. The upcoming chapters 

will discuss how these issues informed web questionnaire design choices. 

 

3.1.1 Login, welcome page, questionnaire length and survey breakoff 

Research questions 

The importance of these topics in the development of web questionnaires is quite obvious: An 

inappropriate design for the login process can negatively affect the response rate. Invitation 

letters, login instructions, login and welcome pages are the beginning of the communication with 

the respondents. With no interviewers as go-between, web questionnaire design is 

communication design (Snijkers 2007). The web questionnaire conversation with the respondent 
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starts with the opening of the login page. It is crucial to motivate respondents to participate in 

the questionnaire and to reduce the potential for frustration to a minimum by designing 

respondent-friendly instructions and login procedures. When login instructions are not 

understood, respondents might drop out. The general risk of non-response in a web survey is 

higher as there is no interviewer available who can motivate the respondent to start and 

complete the questionnaire and to help in the login procedure. Research has shown that there is 

a high break off risk in web surveys. 15% of the people who dropped out did this on the first or 

second screen (Couper 2008).  

The topics of the login process and the design of the welcome page were tested and evaluated by 

the United Kingdom, the Netherlands and Norway. Of particular interest was whether 

respondents could easily login and start the questionnaire, and whether they consulted the 

welcome page and correctly understood what was required of them. In other words, are they able 

to follow the instructions provided and do they know how to use all functionalities like the 

navigation buttons? 

It is essential to achieve a good communication design with a good balance between the amount 

of instructions and the completeness of the instructions that informs and motivates respondents 

to enter and fill in a complete web questionnaire successfully. Too much information might 

discourage respondents from reading instructions. Not enough information, on the other hand, 

could lead to respondents not being able or willing to complete the questionnaire.  

The issue of questionnaire length has been the foundation for a range of research owing to its 

implications for response rates and data quality. Whilst research on internet data collection is 

still scant, there have been numerous studies which have looked at the effect that questionnaire 

length has on respondent behaviour and several key implications have been identified (for 

example, Bogen 1996; Bradburn 1978; Cape 2010; Couper 2008; Galesic/Bosnjak 2009; Groves 

et al. 1992; Groves et al. 1999; Krosnick 2000; Lynn et al. 2005; Yu/Cooper 1983). These are 

that: 

 Recruitment is likely to be affected by questionnaire length 

 Satisficing increases in line with questionnaire length 

 Interview length can directly impact on response rates 

 There is a cumulative effect on dropout rates as questionnaire length increases 

 Data quality is also affected as interview length increases 
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Approaches and findings 

In the UK, usability testing was done on the login procedure using a letter with a 16 letter 

password and a leaflet which helped the respondent through the log-in process (see Figure 1). 

The results were predominantly positive. Respondents reported that they found the letter and the 

accompanying login leaflet easy to follow. All respondents were able to enter the password 

successfully. Two issues were identified, however. Firstly, during completion of the login process 

respondents did anticipate that the cursor would automatically auto-tab between the four 

password sections. Such a design is not considered to be suitable because of accessibility 

issues; however, this is something that does need to be considered in terms of instructions. It 

may be necessary to inform respondents that they do have to switch between password sections 

manually. Secondly, respondents were unsure whether they had to enter the password in capital 

letters as this was not made clear in the letter. Some respondents used a process of ‘trial and 

error’ opting to enter the password in lower case. All respondents, irrelevant of the font type they 

used were able to enter the questionnaire successfully, since the requirement for distinguishing 

upper or lower case had not been fixed into the Blaise programming. However, when the 

password needs to be font specific, this should be included in the instructions. Also in the UK, 

respondents reported that they would like to see more information on this page regarding the 

purpose of the survey and what happens with the information provided in terms of confidentiality 

and security. 

Figure 1 Login page of the British test web questionnaire 

 

Statistics Norway sent out individual information letters to all sampled persons, and in a mini-

pilot several multi-person households received invitation letters. From this mini-pilot it appeared 

that a household received two letters and that a respondent by mistake completed the 
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questionnaire assigned to his wife. More generally speaking, no problems were found with 

individual log-in codes.  

In the Netherlands, each household also receives an advance letter with one login code. From 

StatNeth, a meta analyses of paradata of several social web surveys showed that in the LFS of 

people who logged in, 18% dropped off at the welcome page (compared to 15% reported in other 

social surveys) (Couper 2008; Arends/Beukenhorst 2013). An analysis from reported remarks 

about the welcome page (see Figure 2) of web respondents found a range of problems: there is 

an overload of information at one screen, too much text about functional buttons, instructions for 

navigation, explanatory texts, and information on sending the filled questionnaire, and a lack of 

information on the aim of the LFS. 

Figure 2 Initial Draft of the Welcome Page of the Dutch Web Questionnaire 

 

Based on paradata analyses, it appeared that respondents misunderstood an instruction of 

sending the questionnaire on the last page due to an illogical position of the ‘send’ button (see 

Figure 3); this leads to approximately 6% non-response (Arends/Beukenhorst 2013).  
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Figure 3 Position of the Send Button in the Dutch Web Questionnaire 

 

Login and the welcome page in the German IDEV in-house application have been the subjects of 

several tests. As a result of these tests, the German web questionnaire for the LFS has a welcome 

page with very little text. Instructions are displayed in short bullet points (see Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4: Welcome Page in the German LFS Web Test Questionnaire 
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Taken these results together, the findings affirm that clear, concise instructions are needed to 

ensure that respondents are able to log in the correct address and that they understand how to 

access and navigate the questionnaire. Also some aspects are essential to present on a welcome 

page like information of the exact goal of the survey (LFS) and information where further details 

or results can be found, as results of the UK and the Netherlands showed.  

In the UK, three lengths of on-line questionnaires were tested. The three questionnaires were 

constructed with anticipated completion times of either 20, 30 or 40 minutes with a view to 

finding out how receptive respondents were to longer versions of the survey and indeed whether 

they would consider them to be more burdensome as a result. A basic 20 minute questionnaire 

was constructed which contained those questions more important in terms of the data to be 

collected. In order to lengthen the questionnaire, additional Labour Force Survey modules were 

bolted on to the original design until the required anticipated completion time was achieved. The 

three designs were distributed equally within a sample of 30 respondents with 10 in each group. 

A third of respondents completed the 20 minute interviews with the final two sub-samples 

completing the 30 and 40 minute interview respectively. 

When asked whether the length of the questionnaire was appropriate, respondents were mixed 

in their opinions. Those who completed the 30 minute version of the questionnaire were 

generally receptive. One individual reported being confused as they had been of the opinion that 

the self-completion section of the interview would take an hour as opposed to the interview in its 

entirety. That said, whilst most individuals were happy with the questionnaire length at 30 

minutes there were caveats to their feedback with some respondents adding that whilst 30 

minutes was acceptable, they would probably not have been receptive to anything longer. 

Response to the 40 minute interview was more mixed than the 30 minute version.  Roughly half 

of those interviewed reacted positively to the longer version of the form. 

Conclusions and recommendations  

 An overall aim of an invitation letter, the login screen or the welcome page is to 

encourage the respondent to proceed with the questionnaire itself. The information 

should be relevant and support the respondent in a user-friendly way and 

invite/stimulate/activate the respondent to fill in. 

 Consider the following in the design of the welcome page: 

o Make text as short as possible. 

o Use bullet points where possible. 

o Implement some short information of the aim of the survey (LFS) and use a 

hyperlink to provide additional information for those who are interested. 
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o Move relevant information to specific screens in the questionnaire; for instance, 

at the end of the questionnaire the importance of the submission process is 

highlighted as there is a risk of breakoff due to misunderstanding of instructions 

or error messages.  

Testing on the login to the questionnaire was only limited. For useful tips on how best to create 

login codes, please consult the relevant literature (Couper 2008, Tourangeau et al. 2013; Dillman 

2005; Hughes 2011).  

 

3.1.2 Instructions and explanations 

Research questions 

Instructions and explanations are of particular importance in self-completion questionnaires. 

They are used in efforts to replace the assistance that can be provided by interviewers in other 

survey modes. The presence of an interviewer can enhance data quality by motivating 

respondents to complete the questionnaire and to provide correct answers. Interviewers can 

answer a respondent’s comprehension questions, and they might themselves offer clarification if 

they sense a respondent’s insecurity in answering questions or they might probe for answers if 

respondents are unwilling to respond 

In the context of the LFS and other social surveys, it is particularly important that respondents 

come across the definitions of concepts that are applied in official statistics. It is quite possible 

that certain words are defined differently in official statistics compared to the way respondents 

employ them. In the absence of interviewers, explanations need to raise respondents’ awareness 

of the specific definitions underlying certain questions. A number of questions need to be 

answered in this context: How to best technically implement instructions and explanations? 

Where exactly is the best place to provide respondents with information? And how do we avoid 

overloading screens with instructions? 

The demands on good instructions and explanations in self-completion questionnaires are high 

when the aim is to at least partially replace the important functions that interviewers fulfil. In the 

process of developing new CAWI instruments for the LFS, all five ESSnet DCSS partner countries 

aimed at designing instructions and explanations in a way that made it easy for respondents to 

understand and answer the survey questions. In pretests, the partner countries tried to find out 

whether respondents notice instructions and if and how they make use of them. 

That there is a need to change instructions and explanations when switching from interviewer-

assisted modes to CAWI is also reflected in the Guidelines for Designing Questionnaires for 
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Administration in Different Modes by the US Census Bureau. They state “the preamble and 

accompanying instructions may, and often should, be varied to facilitate responding in different 

modes”. There are a number of choices to be made when it comes to the programming of 

instructions and explanations in web questionnaires. The Netherlands, Finland and the UK 

investigated how explanations and instructions should best be displayed in the questionnaires. 

Several options where tested, some of which only appear after respondents actively look for help 

while others are automatically displayed to all respondents. Tests in Germany were meant to 

check whether the chosen approach to provide explanations via hyperlinks is user-friendly. In a 

similar way, Norway tested whether hyperlinks to key terms can be used as a starting point for 

respondent-initiated questionnaire dialogue, a strategy to compensate for interviewer absence.  

Approaches and findings 

Some clarifying information is only needed for a subgroup of the respondents of a survey. With 

regard to the LFS, for example, a common finding across the partner countries was that 

respondents in standard employment situations could easily understand and answer most 

questions while respondents in more complex employment situations had more difficulties 

interpreting questions and choosing appropriate answers. In interviewer-assisted modes, good 

interviewers will selectively offer information to those respondents who need it. This is more 

difficult in the case of web questionnaires. One option would be to display all available clarifying 

information directly on the screen by default. This approach, however, would make the task of 

reading and answering the questionnaire needlessly more strenuous and time-consuming for all 

those who find questions self-explanatory. On the other hand, we cannot expect respondents 

who need explanations and instructions to invest effort into actively searching for them. The 

testing of instructions and explanations in the context of the ESSnet DCSS had the aim to better 

understand how clarifying information can be selectively displayed to those who need it.      

A potential solution to this problem could be questionnaire dialogues initiated by hyperlinks. As 

Conrad et al. outlined in their 2007 article, “Bringing Features of Human Dialogue to Web 

Surveys”, having “web survey respondents […] engage in the equivalent of clarification dialogue 

can improve respondents’ comprehension of questions and thus the accuracy of their answers, 

much as it can in human-human interviews.” The test version of the Norwegian LFS included 

hyperlinked explanations on 13 of the questions. Questionnaire dialogue consisted of two 

elements: 1) An introductory screen informing about the availability of help via hyperlinks, 

stressing the importance of a common understanding of key terms. 2) Popup screens with 

definitions and explanations. 

Cognitive tests revealed that the threshold for clicking on a hyperlink to obtain help is high. The 

test persons’ assessment of the clarifying information showed that sometimes it is perceived as 
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contradictory to the question and does not address all problems experienced. In the 21 cognitive 

tests, only two respondents were exposed to clarifying information after clicking on a hyperlink. 

In the mini pilots combined, 46 of 233 respondents were exposed to clarifying information after 

having clicked on a hyperlink as shown by paradata. According to the respondents’ self-

reporting, 48 of the 233 respondents clicked on hyperlinks. These 48 got follow-up questions on 

the usefulness of the hyperlinked information. 29 reported having received the help they needed, 

10 partly got the help they needed, and 6 did not get the help they needed. The cognitive tests 

demonstrated that respondents will not always use hyperlinks, even though they are unsure of 

certain issues. Nor are the hyperlinks always recognized as such. Therefore, hyperlink initiated 

questionnaire dialogue should be supplemented with other ways of initiating dialogue and/or 

convey clarifying information. Specifically, for clarification that transcends key terms other 

solutions should be found – such as turning instructions into questions. 

In the German LFS test web questionnaire, different designs of explanations were implemented. If 

the explanation is relevant for many or all respondents, it is written in grey, normal font and 

placed directly below the bold question (see Figure 5). When an explanation is only relevant for 

some respondents, it is given in a pop-up window that opens after clicking on an orange info-

button or hyperlinked keywords. The labelling of the links consists of a keyword which points at 

the content of the hidden explanations. This hyperlink option can either appear with additional 

text directly visible below the question (see Figure 7) or without additional text (see Figure 6). 

Presenting a mere info-button without any keywords or text was also tested. Respondents 

recognise this info-button too, but the additional keyword provided for a better understanding.  

Figure 5 Explanation directly displayed beneath question text, German web questionnaire  

 

Figure 6 Explanation provided via hyperlinked keyword, German web questionnaire 
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Figure 7 Combination of explanations directly displayed beneath question text and hyperlinked 
keyword, German web questionnaire 

 

Figure 8 shows the full screen of the German web questionnaire with an open pop-up window 

providing explanations. Although the hyperlinks with further information were not explicitly 

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. The explanations behind the 

hyperlinks were most frequently used in the context of income and wages as well as for the 

economic sector. 

Figure 8 Explanation in pop-up window after click on hyperlink, German web questionnaire 

 

Starting point of testing instructions in the Finnish LFS CAWI instrument was the notion that there 

are two conflicting aims in the design of instructions for web questionnaires: How can we provide 

respondents with sufficient information to answer questions and at the same time not overwhelm 

them with too much text on the screen? In other words, how to make sure that respondents read 

the instructions when they need them without too much distracting from the actual question text 

and the answer options? 
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In a preliminary round of testing, the solution was to present most instructions directly visible 

below the questions, with the question text typed in bold and the instructions in normal font (see 

Figure 9). Four out of six respondents perceived the instructions as distracting; observation of 

test respondents’ answer process furthermore suggested that the direct display of instruction 

text made the response process more difficult and time-consuming.  

Figure 9 Presentation of instructions under question text in the Finish web questionnaire, 
discarded preliminary version  

 

In following versions of the questionnaire only very short and important instructions were left 

right below the questions (see Figure 10). Other instructions were now placed under an 

information symbol (“info button”). Instructions are only displayed when respondents move their 

mouse symbol over this button. This solution made the questionnaire screen clearer and easier 

to read. However, it also leads to fewer respondents realising that there are any instructions on 

questions in the first place. Five out of ten respondents did not notice the instruction symbol at 

all. Redesigning of the symbol to make it more visible did not bring significant improvements in 

the next round of testing. Also no improvements came from adding text advising on the use of the 

info button on the front page of the questionnaire. Cognitive interviewers specifically asked 

respondents about the info button to find out whether respondents did not find the instructions 

or simply did not need them. The answers showed that the problem in fact was that the 

respondents did not notice the info button and therefore could not find the instructions. 

Statistics Finland currently works on an improved design of the info button to increase its 

visibility; testing results on this, however, are not yet available. 
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Figure 10 Presentation of instructions with info button in Finish web questionnaire, current 
version 

 

In a qualitative pretest experiment dating back to 2007, the Netherlands tested the use of two 

different designs of info buttons for web questionnaires. In one version, the button depicting a 

question mark displayed information after respondents simply moved their mouse over the 

button. The other implementation required respondents to click on the button. Table 2 shows 

that 17 out of 20 test respondents in the questionnaire version including a clickable info button 

made use of it while in the “mouse-over” design only 8 out of 16 test respondents used the 

button. With regard to the total frequency of use between the two options (only counting those 

who used the button at least once) no difference could be witnessed. 

Table 2 Dutch pretesting results of two different designs of help buttons (n=36) 
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The United Kingdom considered a range of different designs for the display of instructions and 

explanations. Testing of the LFS web questionnaire programmed in Blaise I.S. suggested that 

respondents preferred a clickable “i"-button compared to a “mouse-over” design or the 

permanent display of the instruction/explanation text below the question.    

In an effort to replace interviewer assistance in web questionnaires, the British LFS web 

questionnaire could furthermore offer the service of a telephone helpline. In the test version of 

the questionnaire, a telephone number was displayed on the right hand corner of the site with 

the added line “Free phone help line number”. Respondents were asked directly if they had 

noticed the telephone helpline, and to comment on its location and display. Some had not seen 

the helpline number. It was not felt to be very visible, and it was suggested that it be referenced 

at the beginning of the questionnaire, with regular reminders throughout.  When questioned 

further about the helpline number, some respondents suggested that they would phone the 

number to seek further clarification if they became stuck with a particular question. Others stated 

that if they got stuck or didn’t understand what to do they would not complete the survey if they 

felt they needed to use the telephone number.    

In addition to the helpline number an option to seek out information via the use of a frequently 

asked questions (FAQ) button was offered. Whilst the page had not been populated with any 

information, testing was carried out to gauge the public's perception of such an option. Results 

showed that it varied whether the FAQ button was noticed unprompted. Those that saw it 

recognised it as a clickable button; however, it was not always understood what FAQ stood for. 

There was a mixed response in what behaviour would be prompted by the FAQ button, although it 

was seen as more favourable than the telephone number. In order to make the FAQ option more 

visible it has been proposed that the design been made more prominent so that they can be seen 

more easily. It has also been suggested that the term ‘FAQ’ be changed to ‘Frequently Asked 

Questions’ to clarify the function of the button. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

A general finding of pretests in all countries is that a substantial amount of respondents do not 

make use of instructions and explanations. This can be due to the fact that respondents feel they 

do not need additional information, fail to notice the information offered to them or that they try 

to avoid any additional efforts in the answer process that they consider unnecessary. A good 

design of instructions, bringing across essential information to the right group of respondents is 

therefore crucial. The following recommendations could help to achieve this aim: 

 Restrict the use of instructions and explanations to the most essential ones in order to 

lower respondents’ cognitive burden. 
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 Consider using filter questions instead of instructions (make sure, however, that in mixed 

mode surveys, there is still functional equivalence between modes after changing the 

phrasing of questions in web). 

 Show instructions of relevance for all respondents directly below the questions. 

 Consider embedding short instructions within question wording, particularly those which 

are relevant for all respondents. 

 Consider placing longer instructions and those only relevant for some respondents 

behind a hyperlink. 

 Use short bullet points in the phrasing of instructions and explanations instead of long 

sentences. 

Future research could look into the possibility of programming intelligent instructions and 

explanations which are specifically written for and only displayed to subgroups among the 

respondents. With regard to the LFS, such a subgroup could, for example, be respondents with 

more than one job. Explanations specifically addressed to this subgroup could help these 

respondents throughout the questionnaire to better understand to which of their jobs a specific 

question refers to.  Future research could furthermore contribute to a better understanding of 

how respondents can be brought to pay more attention to the definitions of concepts in official 

statistics that are provided in web questionnaires.   

 

3.1.3 Navigation/Household approach 

Research questions 

There are two basic design options in the development of web questionnaires for navigation:  

One ideal type is the scrolling design in which all questions are displayed on one page and the 

respondent needs to scroll to navigate between questions. The other is the paging design in 

which questions are displayed on individual pages and the respondent needs to press a 

“next”/”previous” button to navigate between questions (Couper 2008: 6-17). The Query on Data 

Collection in Social Surveys, a small survey among national statistical institutes (NSI) in the ESS 

about their use of mixed mode and web data collection, found that the  paging design is most 

frequently used in CAWI instruments programmed in official statistics (Blanke/Luiten 2014: 20).   

In their implementation of CAWI instruments of the LFS, all five partner countries followed the 

paging design which according to Couper and colleagues (2011: 1) is “by far the most popular 

Web survey design […] in which the questions are presented in a series of pages, typically with 

one or more questions per page.”  Navigation between the pages works with buttons which are 

usually placed at the bottom of the page and are typically labelled “next” and “previous”. All five 
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web questionnaires included the option to move backwards within the survey in the 

understanding that allowing respondents to return to previous questions is beneficial to data 

quality. This point has also been made by Tourangeau and colleagues (2013: 68). As a general 

research question, tests aimed to find out whether respondents have any problems with this 

form of navigation in the programmed LFS web questionnaires. It was additionally tested whether 

programmed functionalities to save and reload answers, to submit the questionnaire and to 

correct entries via a correction page were respondent friendly and contributed to data quality.   

The navigation in household surveys is a particular challenge. In conducting the pretest for the 

LFS, three partners followed the household approach, in which information for all members of a 

household is jointly surveyed.1 Good navigation in household web questionnaires allows 

respondents to easily switch between the questionnaire parts for the respective household 

member. The Netherlands and the UK programmed dashboards in their web questionnaires to 

allow for easy navigation between household members. Dashboards are overview pages which 

list the names of all respondents in the household and allow the user to jump to the questions 

for the respective household members. They can also indicate progress in completing the survey 

by showing that, for example, questions for person 1 have been fully completed but questions for 

person 2 still need to be answered (see Figure 11 and Figure 12).  

Figure 11 Dashboard in the British web test questionnaire 

 
 

  

                                                           
1 In the Norwegian LFS, register data is used to contact members of one household individually. For the 
tests and mini pilots conducted in the context of the ESSnet DCSS, Norway used individual web 
questionnaires. Finland also applied the individual approach. 
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Figure 12 Dashboard in the Dutch web questionnaire  

 
 

A different approach was chosen in the German test version of the LFS web questionnaire. A 

navigation tree on the left-hand side of the screen allowed respondents to manually switch 

between the questions for different household members (see Figure 15). It also makes it possible 

to quickly skip back and forth between the questions – whether within the questions for one 

household member or across questions for different persons. Testing in Germany tried to find out 

if this function is understood and actually used by respondents.  

There is a certain limit to the validity of pretesting results for the navigation in household 

surveys: The laboratory setting of qualitative pretests does not adequately reflect the 

circumstances in which a household would complete a web questionnaire in reality. Not 

households but individuals were invited as test persons in qualitative pretests. In some cases 

they were asked to complete the questionnaire only for themselves, in others to also do proxy 

interviews for other persons in their households. Additional quantitative tests will be needed in 

order to better understand how households proceed in completing web questionnaires in reality, 

how they switch between the sections for different household members and how many proxy 

interviews there would really be. 

Approaches and Findings 

The paging design 

Findings in all five countries confirm that the paging design with “next” and “previous” buttons is 

intuitively understood by respondents. There were no fundamental problems with this design 
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across the five test web questionnaires. Some small problems did occur, however, and they are 

presented in a little more detail below. 

 In British pretests some confusion was reported by respondents with regard to the “back” 

button which allows returning to previous questions. Some respondents thought that pressing 

“back” would result in the questionnaire being cancelled. It is assumed that respondents might 

view the functionality of the back button within the questionnaire in the same way they view the 

functionality of the back button within internet browsers; that is, that pressing such a button will 

lead them away from the page that they are currently on. As a result of these findings the back 

button was re-labelled 'previous'. Testing has shown that this option is more user friendly with no 

issues being reported by respondents. 

In the Finnish web questionnaire, problems could occur when more than one question was 

displayed on one page. To have more than one question per page can make sense when two or 

more consecutive questions relate to the same topic. When the first of these questions on one 

page serves as a filter for the next question(s), the page might automatically reload in order to 

change the display of the next question(s) (e.g., new questions could appear; initially displayed 

questions could disappear). This confused a substantial amount of test persons (4/6) in one 

testing round of the Finnish LFS. As a consequence, questions that had any effect on the next 

questions were presented on an individual page in following rounds of testing.   

Pretest respondents in the UK stated that a one question design was preferable to a format where 

more than one question was presented on one screen. This they felt acted as an assurance that 

they were correctly filling in all questions as they proceeded through the questionnaire. A couple 

of respondents referred back to the available space on the screen and stated that more than one 

question was feasible. This, however, would also depend on the length of the question and its 

answer stem. 

Having several questions on one page could lead to similar irritations with British respondents as 

reported in the Finnish pretests. Where more than one question was presented on a screen it was 

noted that there were issues where the screen refreshed before the appearance of question 

number two. This had the effect of guiding respondents back to question one on the page which 

they had already completed, causing minimal frustration to some respondents. This issue was 

linked to a glitch in the Blaise programme and has since been amended. It has been agreed at 

ONS that a general design proposal should be applied where only one question is positioned on 

each screen, however, where there are links between questions, e.g. salary and how often paid, it 

is feasible to include more than one question on a page (see Figure 13 and Figure 14). 

  



40 
 

Figure 13 Design 1: One question per page design in the British web test questionnaire 

 

Figure 14 Design 2: Two questions per page design in the British web test questionnaire 

 

 

The challenge of navigation in household questionnaires 

Household surveys pose additional challenges to navigation in web questionnaires. Not only 

should navigation from one question to the next be straightforward for the respondent. Also the 

transition between questions for one household member and the questions for the next 
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household members must be easy to make. Qualitative pretests can only yield limited 

information on how households will actually proceed in completing the questionnaires outside of 

laboratory conditions. In some households one person might complete the questions for all 

household members, while in others each person will answer questions directed to them 

individually. In any case, we should not expect that all households complete the questionnaire in 

one single setting, especially considering that the LFS is a lengthy questionnaire (in some 

countries more so than in others). With these considerations in mind, household web 

questionnaires must be designed in a way that makes it easy to answer questions for one person 

first and then resume with the questions for another household member later.    

The Dutch and the British web questionnaires included dashboards for these purposes (see 

Figure 11 and Figure 12). After a respondent has entered household information which identifies 

all members of the household (by name and possibly age and sex), this information is presented 

as an overview page, also called progress page or dashboard. The respondents can return to this 

page, especially upon resuming the questionnaire. It serves as a progress indicator by showing 

that, for example, questions for person 1 in the household have already been completed while 

questions for persons 2 and 3 still need to be answered. And it allows respondents to move to 

the questions for a specific person. The dashboard function was not explicitly tested by Statistics 

Netherlands. The practical experience in the field with the dashboard showed no particular 

problems.  

As an additional feature, the British web survey provided for a tabbing system to facilitate 

navigation between household members even more. Names of all household members were 

displayed in tabs on the top of the survey page. Clicking on these tabs allowed navigating 

between the household members. Due to procedure of the tests conducted, probands did not 

have to fill in whole parts of the household questionnaire, so that they did not need to make use 

of the tabs. Nevertheless, when shown, respondents reported that they would consider this 

addition to the design to be a positive one, particularly in larger households which were occupied 

by unrelated adults. Respondents stated that this option would be beneficial where they were 

unable to answer certain questions as a proxy, particularly those relating to salary and 

qualifications.  

In the German web questionnaire of the LFS, respondents had the opportunity to use a navigation 

tree next to the “back”/”forward” buttons in order to navigate within the questionnaire (see 

Figure 15). It was also expected that the navigation tree helps respondents to gain an overview 

over the whole LFS questionnaire and to ease orientation. The feature allows respondents to 

switch between different household members or topics of the LFS questionnaire. It furthermore 

enables respondents to verify or correct data entered several pages before by quickly skipping 
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between sections of the questionnaire. In theory this also allows individual respondents to use 

the tree in order to navigate from question to question. For this purpose, however, all test 

respondents unambiguously preferred to use the “back”/”forward” buttons. Destatis was in fact 

pleased to see that respondents use the “back”/”forward” buttons to move from question to 

questions since this form of automatic navigation is less error-prone. For example, it is less likely 

that respondents miss answering a question when they move through the questionnaire by 

clicking “forward” compared to the use of the navigation tree. On the other hand, the reluctant 

use of the navigation tree means that pretesting only yielded limited evidence on the usability of 

this function under field conditions. Cognitive interviews showed that most test respondents 

used the navigation tree as a progress indicator but that only half of the probands realised that 

they could use it for navigation, e. g.to skip efficiently to a specific topic (without clicking several 

times on the <back>-button) or to move quickly to a specific household member after interrupting 

and entering the survey again. 

Figure 15 The navigation tree on the left-hand side of the German web questionnaire 

 

After testing, there remain doubts as to whether respondents would in fact be able to navigate 

back to a specific question after starting to use the tree for navigation purposes. As Dumas and 

Redish (1999: 4) stated, “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”. Tests showed that respondents were reluctant to use the navigation tree and preferred the 

cognitively less demanding automatic navigation with “back”/”forward” buttons. The issue is 

still under discussion at Destatis and might lead to a different design. 
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Save & continue later and confirmation pages 

In addition to buttons for navigation between the pages, the programmed questionnaires also 

included buttons that allow respondents to save and exit the web questionnaire in order to 

complete it at a later point of time. In summary, wording of each button is crucial and needs 

verification in each country. Exemplary, we will briefly outline the reasoning behind the design 

choices of this button in the Finnish web questionnaire (see Figure 16). The button named 

“Tallenna ja jatka myöhemmin” (“Save and continue later”) was programmed to appear on the 

right-hand side of the screen below the questions. In designing this function, it was one aim not 

to draw to much attention to this button. Using a colour lighter than that for other buttons was a 

visual cue that the button is not intended for primary use. At the same time, respondents need to 

be aware of the existence of this function and understand how it works. For this purpose tool-tips 

were added to appear when the cursor was placed upon the button (reading: “Your answer will 

be saved and you may log in later and continue your answering”). Despite these efforts, two out 

of ten test respondents were under the impression that they had to click the “save and continue 

later” button every time they wanted to proceed to the next page. In future versions of the 

questionnaire, the button will therefore only read “continue later” in the expectation that this will 

be less confusing to respondents. This change, however, still needs to be tested. 

Figure 16 Buttons in the Finish web test questionnaire 

 

The German web questionnaire was the only one to test the function of a confirmation page, a 

page displayed after automatic error checks did not yield any error messages.  The confirmation 

page is presented after respondents have submitted their answers. They are asked to confirm 

these data or to return to the survey in order to correct entries. Giving them the opportunity to 

check entries of their own volition is done with the aim to increase data quality. This is based on 
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the design of business surveys, in which confirmation pages are expected and it is important for 

companies to be able to confirm important data entries. Whether expected increases in data 

quality offset the additional burden for respondents is a question that cannot be definitively 

answered with the findings from qualitative pretesting. What can be said is that a substantial 

amount of test respondents expressed frustration with this function, particularly since 

corrections could not be directly made on the page. Instead, respondents had to return to 

questionnaire. This was an additional effort for respondents which they seemed reluctant to 

make after already completing the questionnaire. It is therefore doubtful whether Destatis will 

stay with the confirmation page in social surveys. In any case, the preference of respondents to 

make corrections directly on the confirmation page rather than clicking back into the instrument 

has been recognized. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

Navigation and household approach 

Navigation in complex and long web questionnaires is far away from being trivial: While 

automatic navigation by previous and next buttons is intuitive and easy to handle for 

respondents, additional features of navigation between household members or self-initiated 

corrections are a challenge for respondents.   

Navigation between household members 

 Dashboards are the preferable option in order to easily navigate between household 

members within one questionnaire. 

 Additional tabs could make it easier to switch between household members; British tests 

yield tentative evidence that tabs would be welcomed by respondents, but further testing 

is necessary. 

 Navigation trees are another option to allow respondents to navigate between household 

members; however, operating a navigation tree is more demanding in terms of 

respondents’ motivation and skills than dashboards/tabs. 

 

Paging and display of questions 

 Considering both the length of the LFS as and the complexity of the survey clearly suggest 

a paging design. 

 Try to avoid displaying several questions on one page if one question is a filter for 

upcoming questions. (However, be aware of context and question order effects. In some 

instances it might be crucial to keep two questions together on one page in order to put 
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them in the correct context. Be aware of potential mode effects when separating 

questions in web while they are asked in closer proximity in other modes.)  

 If questions are none-filter questions, but related (e.g. contractual working hours and 

actual working hours) it could be helpful to display those on the same page. It may help 

to reduce the amount of explanations and convey the concept by the sequence of 

questions. 

 

3.1.4 Don’t know option 

Research questions 

The topic of the don’t know (DK) option was covered by Finland, the Netherlands and Norway 

(and also somewhat by Germany in the context of soft checks, see the chapter on error checks). 

The design of DK has been investigated quite differently in each country. 

The DK option is a highly relevant topic with regard to data quality. Research studies have shown 

that including a specific DK option in fact increases the proportion of respondents who report 

that they don’t know by “5 to as much as 30 percentage points” (Holbrook 2008: 209) If DK is 

always presented as an answer category it will be chosen substantially more often. If DK is never 

offered, it is possible that respondents are forced to give an answer even though none of the 

answer options apply, which may lead to biased data. In some cases the unavailability of a DK 

category might contribute to higher drop-out rates. It is essential to achieve a balance between 

advantages and disadvantages and find a justifiable solution for the DK option. The availability of 

a DK option should also be discussed from the viewpoint of the equivalence between different 

data collection modes. 

The main issue in Finnish pre-testing was to find out whether there is an equivalent way to 

present DK between CATI and CAWI modes. Norway, studied the use of DK responses for initiating 

questionnaire dialogue and thereby emulating the interviewer’s role in a web survey. The results 

and experiences of the Netherlands are based on a previously conducted study which tested four 

alternatives of DK options in web surveys. 

 

Approaches and findings 

The experiment of four alternatives of the DK option 

The Netherlands tested four versions of the DK option in web surveys. The experimental design 

was as follows: 
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 Version 1 “Always”: Don’t know is always presented on screen, together with the other 
response options 

 Version 2 “Never”: Don’t know is never presented 
 Version 3 “Hidden”: Don’t know is not presented directly; only if a respondent tries to 

skip the question, the option is presented with the other response options (Procedure is 
explained on opening screen of the web questionnaire) 

 Version 4 “Button”: Don’t know is presented less visually prominent in the form of a 
button at the bottom of the screen 
 

The data consist of 36 test interviews. It turns out that people deal differently with “don’t know”. 

Some want to avoid it, because they see that it is not a useful answer for the researchers or 

because they hesitate to admit they do not know something. Others prefer answering DK as an 

alternative to randomly guessing an answer. And finally there are respondents who answer “don’t 

know” because it is just the most honest answer. 

The results show that the way in which DK is presented influences the amount of times DK is 

chosen as an answer. The expectation that DK would be used by most respondents in version 1 

“Always” is confirmed. In version 2 “Never”, an answer was chosen randomly if there was no real 

fitting response option in the list. Interestingly, in version 2, respondents consulted the help 

texts the most. It is possible that the absence of DK motivates the respondents to search for more 

information to be able to better choose between the response options. 

In the other two versions, “Hidden” and “Button”, fewer respondents used DK. The “hidden” 

version 3 caused mixed feelings and not all respondents realised that the DK option was 

available (even though it was mentioned at the beginning of the questionnaire). In version 4, the 

button was located at the bottom of the screen where respondents did not find it. 

Another finding of the experiment was that respondents’ personalities also influence the way 

they deal with answering “don’t know”. Some respondents may select the DK option because it is 

the most honest answer or at least better than taking a guess. Other respondents avoid 

answering DK due to social desirability, for example, because they do not want to seem 

uninformed or they think the answer is not useful for the researcher.  

In conclusion, whichever way DK is presented in a questionnaire it will impact the measurement. 

It cannot definitely be concluded that there is one best way of presenting the DK option in a web 

questionnaire. All alternatives have their advantages and disadvantages (see Table 3) and a 

researcher has to consider and decide which risks he is willing to take in a certain survey or with 

regard to specific questions. 

When presenting DK in a web survey it is also important to take into account which kinds of 

questions are posed. The Netherlands recommend that DK is always presented with the other 
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response options if there is a reasonable possibility that respondents do not know the answer to 

the question, i.e. for questions to which certain knowledge that not all respondents have is 

presumed. This would be especially the case in proxy interviews. 

Table 3 Advantages and disadvantages of all versions of presenting “don’t know”  

 Advantage Disadvantage 
Version 1  
“Always” 

Respondents can always answer DK 
if they want to 

Danger of DK being used as an escape 
(satisficing) 

Version 2  
“Never” 

No missing values in the data It is unknown whether the answer corresponds 
with the respondent’s actual opinion 
 
Danger of drop-out 

Version 3  
“Hidden” 

Satisficing is discouraged Not all respondents know DK is an option, 
notwithstanding the announcement 
 
A lot of mouse clicks in order to answer DK 
 
It is unknown whether the answer corresponds 
with the respondent’s actual opinion 

Version 4  
“Button” 

Satisficing is discouraged Not all respondents know DK is an option, 
because the button is too far out of sight 
 
It is unknown whether the answer corresponds 
with the respondent’s actual opinion 

 

The hidden DK option in the context of the LFS 

Finland applied the “hidden” DK option in their CAWI questionnaire and report that in the context 

of the LFS it worked well. The Finnish LFS is based on an individual sample and the share of proxy 

interviews is very low (4%). Hence, in CAWI too, only the target persons themselves can respond 

to the questionnaire. In the Finnish CATI mode all questions need to be answered (an empty 

option not allowed). If the respondent does not know or does not want to give an answer, the 

interviewer can use codes “don’t know” or “refuses to answer”. However, these options are never 

read aloud to the respondent.  

To achieve functional equivalence between CATI and CAWI modes, the pre-tested design of the 

DK was as follows: All questions were obligatory and the DK option hidden (Figure 17). The 

appearance of DK is linked with an error message. If a respondent tries to pass a question 

without answering, a pink-framed error message and the DK option appear on the screen (see 

Figure 18). The error message advises to respond: “Please respond to this question or choose the 

“Don’t know” option”.  
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Figure 17 Finnish test web Questionnaire: DK is hidden at first sight 

 

Figure 18 Finnish test web Questionnaire: DK option (“En osaa sanoa”) appears after respondent 
tries to move to the next page without responding 

 

This solution seemed to work well in the test interviews. Respondents rarely needed the DK 

option and they did not express the need for a more directly visible DK option. As the questions 

are fairly straightforward, the problem with DK may not be that respondents would not know the 

answer but rather that they are not motivated to respond. However, with two questions (the work 

place’s postal code, the column for minutes in hours worked) frequent error messages were 

observed when the respondents tried to pass the question as they did not remember the correct 

answer. In order to support fluent responding, an empty option will be allowed in those 

questions. 

The difference between Dutch and Finnish results seems to be the type of survey questions. In 

the Dutch experiment, the questionnaire was purposely composed of difficult knowledge and 

attitudinal questions. With regard to these questions, the DK option is a highly relevant response 

alternative for respondents. The Finnish results, however, show that the LFS questions are not 

necessarily that difficult or complex but rather easy to answer (when the individual approach is 

applied). 
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Questionnaire-initiated dialogue and the DK option 

Norway approaches the topic of the DK option somewhat differently. The aim of testing was to 

investigate whether DK responses can be used as a starting point for questionnaire-initiated 

dialogue. In the Norwegian LFS CATI interviews, the interviewer and the respondent often engage 

in conversational interviewing to arrive at a response which is in accordance with the LFS 

Interviewer manual. The aim of testing was to investigate whether DK responses can be used as a 

starting point for questionnaire-initiated dialogue. 

Figure 19 Intermediary screen on reasons for responding “Don’t know” in the Norwegian test web 
questionnaire 

 

 

The dialogue was triggered on 13 of the LFS questions. It consisted of two screens: First, an 

intermediary screen asking about the respondent’s reasons for responding DK, based on the 

cognitive phases of question response, and second, a screen with clarifying information placed 

above the initial question (Figure 19 and Figure 20). In cognitive tests, however, only one of 21 

respondents answered DK and was exposed to clarifying information. In two exploratory pilots 

combined, a total of 22 of 233 respondents were exposed to clarifying information after having 

responded DK, in a total of 24 instances. 11 of these 24 DKs were converted to substantial 

responses. 

  

Translation: 

You responded ‘Don’t know’ on the previous 
question. 
What made it difficult for you to respond to the 
question? 

- Difficult or unclear terms in the question 
- Question not clearly formulated 
- Do not have the information requested 
- Difficult to remember 
- Response categories do not fit 
- Other 
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Figure 20 Clarifying information followed by repeated question in the Norwegian test web 
questionnaire 

 

Norway concludes that the problems in using DK for initiating questionnaire dialogue must be 

divided into two: First, is using DK responses a good way of initiating questionnaire dialogue? 

And second, does the questionnaire dialogue assist the respondent in providing a substantial 

response? The respondents will not always respond DK when they are in doubt. Therefore, the DK 

questionnaire dialogue must be supplemented with other ways of initiating dialogue and/or 

conveying clarifying information. Although the questionnaire collected information on the pilot 

respondents’ reasons for not knowing, the clarifying information was general and not tailored to 

the specific reasons: only definitions of terms were offered. This was particularly evident in the 

questions on contracted working hours, and contracted working hours in the reference week as 

evidenced by findings from the exploratory pilots. The lexical definitions and examples provided 

did not address this issue for the pilot respondents. Recall problems were the most reported 

reason for not knowing: 3 for each of the two questions. Correspondingly, only 2 out of 8 and 3 

out of 6 of the final responses were substantial. 

Using DK for initiating questionnaire dialogue may not always be effective for initiating 

questionnaire dialogue when necessary. It should be supplemented with additional measures. 
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However, Norway recommends asking about the reasons why the respondent chose DK. This will 

gather information on the nature of the problem, and perhaps why the help offered is 

inadequate. Ideally, the help provided should try to address the reported type of problem(s). The 

downside is that the tailored, questions specific dialogue will be very time-consuming to put into 

practice. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

 The “hidden” DK option can function as an equivalent way to present DK in web 

questionnaires compared to the practice in CATI/CAPI to not explicitly read out the DK 

option but still allow for it as an answer option in some cases (however, quantitative 

research on this issue is needed). 

 If a household survey relies on proxy interviews, however, one might rather consider 

using the visible DK option or allowing respondents to move to the next question without 

a hard check in place. 

 In questions in which DK is a relevant response option, it should be possible to choose 

DK in all modes of a mixed mode survey design. 

 When implementing any kind of questionnaire dialogue, thorough care should be taken 

to find the best place for all the relevant clarifying information the survey encompasses. 

 If no problem-specific help is available, a soft probe such as “we know this question may 

be difficult, please try to answer it as best you can”, would be preferable. 

 

3.1.5 Error checks 

Research questions 

The topic of error checks and error messages was mainly covered by Germany but also the 

Netherlands, UK and Finland touched on this topic to some extent.  

One of the advantages of web questionnaires is the possibility to integrate error checks into the 

questionnaire. Implausible or incomplete answers can be corrected during data entry by the 

respondents themselves. This may contribute to clean data sets right from the start of data 

collection. Additionally, respondents nowadays also expect web applications to include some 

form of error checking. However, soft, hard or edit checks do not only lead to positive effects. For 

instance, a survey including too many error checks or error messages with poor wording may 

result in higher drop-out rates. Consequently, it is a matter of balancing: 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. 
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Concerning error checks, the following research questions were of particular interest: What is a 

suitable design for error checks and what amount of error checks is useful? Do the respondents 

recognise the difference between soft and hard checks or is it more appropriate to rely on one 

type of error? And, is it reasonable to allow empty options rather than implementing an explicit 

don’t know option?  

Approaches and findings 

In the British pre-testing, some edits checks and validation messages were incorporated into the 

LFS questionnaire. The colour used for error messages was red (see Figure 21). It was evaluated 

as appropriate by the majority of respondents who stated that red text was what they would 

expect to see if they had made a mistake. Only one person felt that the colour was ‘aggressive’. 

Where checks did appear, respondents were aware that they had made a mistake and that 

consequently they needed to amend their responses.  

Figure 21  Error message (hard check) in the British test web questionnaire 

 

With regard to the size of the text used in error messages, respondents stated the current font 

was too small and should be aligned with the font size used in the rest of the question design. 

Respondents also felt that the information provided did not always help them to correct the 

mistake they had made. Overall, however, they were aware that they needed to adjust their 

responses in order to proceed with the questionnaire. 

In the Finnish web questionnaire, there are different types of error checks implemented. The 

basic hard check is connected with empty options which are not allowed in the LFS 

questionnaire. If a respondent tries to skip a question, the pink-framed error message and the 

“hidden” don’t know option are displayed (see Figure 22). In soft checks, a “No need to change 
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my answer” -button is built into the message (see Figure 23). Therefore, when confronted with 

soft checks, respondents may leave their answer without editing and continue forward. 

Figure 22 Error message (hard check) in the Finnish test web questionnaire  

  

Figure 23 Error message (soft check) in the Finnish test web questionnaire 

 
 
 

In the German web questionnaire, soft, hard and edit checks were implemented and 

distinguished from each other visually and by wording. In the pre-test, the overall impression was 

that the respondents tried hard to fill in the questionnaire completely and precisely. Only half of 

the respondents were confronted with error messages. Those had to solve an average of two to 

three errors. Those respondents who were confronted with error messages regarded the checks 

as useful and not as annoying. In sum, there were more hard checks activated than soft checks. 

The respondents were not burdened with too many error messages so that the overall number in 

the LFS web questionnaire need not be reduced.  

In addition to cognitive interviews, Germany also applied eye-tracking to observe how 

respondents perceive the error messages and which parts of the layout on the screen get the 

most attention. The conclusion is that error messages are not thoroughly read. Eye-tracking 

heatmaps indicate that the respondents do not catch all the error message elements on the 

screen; most valuable and visible is the red coloured frame directly linked to the question.  

Soft check: Answer > 9999 

In English: Please check that you entered 
monthly income right. You reported to receive 
25.000 euro per month. Return to change your 
answer if needed.  [No need to change my 
answer] 
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In the German questionnaire, the layout of hard checks differs from soft checks. This difference is 

also verbally communicated to respondents. When it comes to understanding the activated error 

messages, Germany reports that the overall distinction between hard and soft checks is not 

captured by respondents. Hard checks are common standard, whereas soft checks are not known 

and are automatically treated like hard checks. Even though the distinction between hard and 

soft checks is not understood, this does not seem to bother respondents. The soft check is 

similar to the hidden DK option: Respondents are asked to reflect again to give an answer. If they 

cannot, they can proceed without being forced to give an answer. Much like with the hidden DK, 

this approach prompts respondents who might have forgotten or were unwilling to give a 

response, while those who actually really don’t know (for instance in proxy interviews) can easily 

proceed.  

Figure 24 Error messages (hard and soft) in the German test web questionnaire 

 

In general, the current design of error checks which only related to the questions just answered 

and which were displayed directly next to the question performed very well. The design of error 

messages with regard to plausibility checks, however, needs improvement. It is also pointed out 

that the wording of each error message should be as concrete as possible. Germany reports that 

with regard to wording it proved to be worthwhile to use the term “obligatory response” for hard 

checks which is self-explanatory and worked very well. However, in the context of German data 

collection, there might be the legal question whether this term (which implies the obligation to 

respond) could be applied for hard checks in voluntary surveys, as both the participation in the 
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survey and the response to single questions must remain optional. If so, the soft checks would 

be the only feature to implement in voluntary surveys.  

As both Germany and the Netherlands highlight, the frequent occurrence of error messages with 

regard to specific parts of the questionnaire gives useful hints for questionnaire redesign. 

Frequent error messages are good warning signs to reconsider the current design of a question, 

for example, with regard to the phrasing of the question, wording of explanations or the given 

response options. 

 

 Recommendations 

 If many respondents receive error messages on a specific question, this is a clear 

indicator that this question needs to be revised. 

 The amount and type of error checks to implement in a web questionnaire depends on 

the number of questions, topics, whether the survey is obligatory or voluntary as well as 

whether proxy-interviews are allowed.  

 Edit checks are useful and recommended. 

 It might be helpful to restrict the use of hard checks to questions that are essential to the 

routing of the questionnaire. 

 Soft checks and the hidden don’t know option are useful additional tools for error 

checking.  

 Soft checks can perform a function that is very similar to the hidden don’t know option 

 Make sure that error messages are concise; error messages should clearly indicate the 

cause of error and how to proceed when correcting. 

 

3.1.6 Findings on different devices 

Research questions 

The topic of different devices is highly relevant since the variation in terms of device types, 

operative systems, screen resolutions and browsers has increased manifold in recent years. 

Striving towards technical stability and functional equivalence across as many technical 

configurations as possible is a great challenge. NSIs cannot fully control the computer settings of 

their respondents but must strive to adapt to the constellations most common among users. 
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Academic and commercial research interest in this field has been growing fast recently.2 The 

topic of different devices was covered by Destatis and Statistics Norway. 

Destatis carried out a desk evaluation on the questionnaire’s technical performance on PCs and 

tablets using different browsers and screen solutions. The reasons for not performing technical 

performance tests on smartphones were that the LFS questionnaire was too lengthy and complex 

to be completed on a smartphone. User tests, however, were carried out exclusively on PC.  

Statistics Norway, on the other hand, applied a “mobile first” approach, adapting the LFS 

questionnaire content to and optimizing layout for the smartphone format, and included usability 

testing in 21 user tests on different types of smartphones, tablets and PCs, and including 

questions on the users’ device preference. The Norwegian LFS is considerably shorter than its 

German counterpart, and also applied an individual rather than household approach thus 

making it better suited to such an approach. Additionally, Statistics Norway conducted two 

exploratory pilots; collecting paradata on which devices respondents used. 

Approaches and findings  

Destatis – technical performance on different devices 

Destatis tested on a desktop PC, a laptop PC, an Apple iPad and a Samsung Galaxy tab. Further, 

the four most popular PC browsers in Germany were tested: Mozilla Firefox, Google Chrome, 

Internet Explorer and Apple Safari. On PC, the most common PC screen resolutions were also 

tested: 1024x768, 1280x800, 1280x1024, 1440x900 and 1920x1080. 

It must be pointed out that the questionnaire was programmed using the in-house developed 

IDEV-4 software package of Destatis. Questionnaires were optimised for using desktop and 

laptop PCs in combination with the two most prominent browsers in Germany 2013, Internet 

Explorer and Firefox. Any findings must be interpreted against this backdrop. A very important 

message to learn was that testing the performance on different IT-relevant issues is advisable: 

tests do highlight some performance and device peculiarities that are of general relevance.  

Selected findings  

Testing the zoom function on PC revealed that the layout unintentionally changed due to 

displacement of frames when the zoom was changed from 100 % to 80 %, in four of the five 

tested screen resolutions. 

                                                           
2 See for example the Webdatanet network: http://webdatanet.cbs.dk/; the General Online Research 
Conference (GOR): http://gor14.gor.de/; for an overview also see Callegaro 2013 

http://webdatanet.cbs.dk/
http://gor14.gor.de/
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Scrolling functions are different in PC and tablets, as there are no visible scroll bars on tablets. 

However, the version of the Safari browser tested on laptop computers also did not have a 

scrollbar. As the navigation tree and the main question area have separate scrollbars, question 

and/or navigation tree content may be hidden from respondents. 

It should be noted that the root cause of the problem is that the displayed questionnaire is 

structured by frames. The bottom of the browser window has a horizontal frame that goes all 

across, containing navigation buttons and some links. If there was no bottom frame, the content 

would only be hidden by the bottom of the screen.  

Figure 25 Example of navigation menu scrollbar and frame displacement detected during 
technical testing, German test web questionnaire 

 

 

This, however, is another problem, as on many questions on tablets, the navigation buttons will 

be “hidden” beneath the visible screen and hence be unavailable to respondents before having 

scrolled down. This points to the fact that there are different technical solutions for the visual 

presentation of web pages: From the traditional frames-only approach that has been around 

since the mid-nineties, to the stylesheet/CSS based approach, which has become increasingly 

more relevant with smartphones, tablets and touch-screen technology. Different respondents 

using different devices will have different expectations and knowledge of how this functions.  
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The question of achieving technical stability and functional equivalence across as many technical 

configurations as possible is then also connected to choosing the best technical solution for web 

page design for a given questionnaire. 

Statistics Norway – the feasibility of a “mobile first” approach 

 A “mobile first” approach implies adapting questionnaire layout and content to make it work on 

a small screen (Wroblewski 2011). The “mobile first” approach limits the amount of text and 

respondent tasks per screen, and only one question should be presented per screen. This is 

consistent with the survey methodological principle of singling out response tasks, and prohibits 

the use of complex matrixes. Compared to the approach by Destatis, it has the drawback that 

context and overview of the questionnaire may be lost. However, the linear question-by-question 

approach in which follow-up questions are not known by the respondents closely resembles the 

CATI interview process. 

Technically, this was done by applying the C-moto style sheet to the Blaise IS source xml. 

Although C-moto is developed for Blaise, it is based on open-source jQuery Mobile which makes 

it open to other survey software packages. (http://jquerymobile.com/) 

Figure 26 Example of mobile-adapted question layout with finger-friendly response checkboxes, 
Norwegian test web questionnaire 

 

Cognitive tests 

The 21 cognitive and usability tests were conducted on 6 different devices selected by Statistics 

Norway: one regular PC, one laptop PC, an iPhone, a Samsung Galaxy SII smartphone, an iPad 

and an Asus tablet. In the exploratory pilots, paradata on which types of devices respondents 

would actually use in practice were gathered. 
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The cognitive tests indicated that mobile phones are not perceived by users as attractive 

platforms for responding to surveys.  The test persons generally expressed a preference for PC or 

tablet. One of the reasons the test persons expressed for not preferring mobile was a concern 

with the response quality – it would typically be used in an “on the go” situation, with 

insufficient attention given to the questions. 

Still, few actual problems connected to responding on a smartphone were detected. The 

problems had as much to do with the respondents’ not being familiar with the smartphone model 

on which the test was conducted than the questionnaire itself. It is difficult to determine whether 

there are any device effects but, the situation in which a respondent is using a smartphone or 

other device to respond may play as much a part as the device itself.   

Exploratory pilots 

In the two exploratory pilots, 14 of 131 and 16 of 102 respectively of net sample members 

responded using handheld units. In the first pilot, no completion on smartphone could be 

confirmed by paradata. In the second pilot, where login information was distributed via SMS to 

18 in the gross sample, there were at least 6 completions on a smartphone.  

The results from the pilots indicate that opting for a “mobile first” design is justified from a 

usability point of view – as some respondents will or wish to use smartphones. Although the 

sample is very small, using text message invitations in combination with a mobile-friendly 

questionnaire seems promising. 

Perhaps more important is the importance of developing questionnaires that are finger friendly, 

for completion on tablet computers – which is the type of device that recently has had the 

greatest increase for questionnaire completion (de Bruijne and Wijnant 2014). With Windows 8, 

the user interface for regular PCs is now also designed to be finger-friendly. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

 Always carry out systematic technical testing using a test protocol, covering the most 

common platforms, devices, browsers and screen resolutions. Check whether Web 

Content Accessibility (WCAG) guidelines are met: http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/wcag   

 Make survey-specific decisions on whether a strict mobile first approach is suitable for a 

specific survey. If grids or spread sheet style calculations are necessary, if much clarifying 

information should be available for all respondents, or if the questionnaire is quite long, 

mobile may not be the best format. 

http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/wcag


60 
 

 In case a sufficient quality of questionnaire display on smart phones cannot be 

guaranteed, it should be considered to recommend or force respondents who try 

completing the questionnaire on a smart phone to switch to a different device. 

 SMS invitations should always be linked to mobile-friendly questionnaires. 

 If not “mobile-friendly”, questionnaires should be at least sufficiently “finger-friendly” to 

facilitate completion on tablet devices. 

 Know the possibilities and the limitations of the survey software package regarding the 

visual presentation of the content. If possible, use a software package that adapts layout 

well to different types of screens and devices (adaptive design). 

 Be prepared for future developments. Software may be able to adapt questionnaires and 

content to different types of devices based on screen size rather than the handheld/non-

handheld dichotomy. Questionnaires can thus be designed so that more information will 

be displayed on bigger handheld screens, and less on smaller handheld screens, with 

links to additional information, or even different sequences of questions. This is 

analogous to websites with PC, tablet and mobile versions of their content (see e.g. de 

Bruijne and Wijnant 2014). It will also make testing for mode effects and device effects 

more complex. 

 

3.1.7 Grid questions 

Research questions 

Couper and colleagues (2013: 322) define a grid or matrix as a question format in which “a series 

of items is presented (usually in rows), sharing a common set of response options (usually in 

columns), asking one or more questions about each item.” Grids allow questionnaire designers 

to present a large amount of questions in a limited amount of space, potentially also making the 

answer process for respondents more efficient compared to a sequence of individual questions 

presented page by page. On the other hand, some survey researchers caution against the use of 

grids (for a summary, see Couper et al. 2013: 322-325). Given the higher complexity of grids 

compared to single-item screens, cognitive demands on respondents could increase. Even when 

designed with the best intentions, for example, to allow respondents to quickly answer a large 

number of questions, “grids may simply appear more complex or the sheer number of items in a 

grid might be daunting to respondents, discouraging them from investigating cognitive or 

sensorimotor effort in answering the questions” (Couper et al. 2013: 325).    

A prominent research question in this field is whether interitem correlation is higher in grid 

questions compared to item-by-item formats (Couper et al. 2013: 323). This matter is relevant for 
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questionnaires measuring attitudes; in other words, they are less important in the context of 

official statistics where predominantly factual questions are asked. In the five web 

questionnaires of the LFS, grids were used under different circumstance and for different 

reasons. First, the German and the British LFS have a household grid at the beginning of their 

household questionnaires, asking about names, sex and age of all household members. Second, 

Finland decided to implement a grid for the LFS variables METHODA – METHODM that ask 

respondents which methods to find work they have used in the past four weeks. In the CATI 

questionnaire, the Finish LFS poses these questions individually, each time requiring a yes/no 

answer from the respondent. When designing the new CAWI based on the existing CATI 

questionnaire, the grid format was seen as one functionally equivalent possibility to transfer 

these questions into the other mode. Third, Finland tested an innovative approach in measuring 

the LFS variables HWACTUAL/HWUSUAL by using grids. 

Approaches and findings 

The implementation of household grids was not a declared testing objective in the pretests 

conducted. Nonetheless, with regard to simple grids for household registers, it can be reported 

that test respondents did not seem to have problems with this format which asks them to put 

down names, sex and age of all household members. However, at least in the case of Germany, it 

is in a fact a matter of keeping the grid simple. Former pretests with the LFS PAP instrument 

showed that, for example, the relationship between household members was too complex to 

build into the grid. With this experience in mind, an additional question on the relationship 

between household members would be recommended. Even though this finding is more of a side 

note in the pretest reports, it is still a reassuring outcome of the testing conducted. A smooth 

entry of household information at the beginning of the questionnaire is of critical importance as 

the navigation of the rest of the questionnaire is based on it. Additionally, when starting with a 

rather confusing and demanding question from the beginning, respondents lose their motivation 

and confidence in themselves and the questionnaire which may lead to quick frustration and 

higher breakoff rates.  
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Figure 27 Household grid in the German test web questionnaire 

 

Testing the grid format for the LFS variables METHODA – METHODM (methods to find work) in the 

Finnish web questionnaire showed some problems but was overall encouraging. In the CATI 

mode, all questions related to different methods used to find work are asked separately and a 

respondent is expected to give an answer (yes/no); DK is not allowed. In CAWI, there are two 

possible ways to formulate the questions. Either they can be presented as separate questions 

(on the same page or one question per page) or they can be combined into a grid. Finland chose 

to use the grid format. 

Testing gave valuable insights into design matters of the grid format. After two rounds of testing 

found the first two drafts to be unsatisfactory, the third version of the grid was most visually 

appealing and least confusing for respondents (see Figure 28). Across all waves of testing, two 

problems, however, remained. First, there is some instability in Blaise IS when using grids. 

Especially after a respondent first has tried to move to the next page without answering all the 

questions, the grid sometimes crashes and one cannot select any of the radio buttons or move 

back or forward. Second, a small number of test respondents across all waves of testing seemed 

to mistake the yes/no grid format as a “check all that apply” format and left the “no” column 

blank. In total, this was the case for 4 out of 22 test persons.  
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Figure 28 Third version of grid for METHODA-METHODM in Finish web test questionnaire 

 

Finally, Finland also tested an approach to transfer the LFS variables HWACTUAL/HWUSUAL from 

CATI to CAWI using the grid format. Two waves of qualitative pretests were then followed by a 

quantitative pilot study on this subject. The variable HWUSUAL is asked in the CATI mode as 

“What are your regular or usual weekly working hours (in your main job)? Please include any 

regular overtime hours you do, both unpaid and paid.” The interviewer then rounds up the 

answer into full hours. HWACTUAL next asks respondents for their actual number of hours worked 

in the reference week. The first round of qualitative testing, in which respondents were asked to 

provide a number of (actual/usual) working hours for the whole week, showed that this was a 

demanding and error-prone task for respondents. Errors occurred with regard to the correct 

remembering of hours worked as well as when calculating and rounding the hours worked in the 

whole week. In CATI these problems might not be as common as in CAWI, since the interviewer 

may help with the calculation and rounding. 

For the second round of qualitative tests, the questions on the number of working days and total 

weekly hours (HWACTUAL) were transformed into one grid asking how many hours and minutes 

the respondent worked each day (see Figure 29). This format worked well: The respondents were 

more motivated in trying to remember the exact hours in the given days and a few respondents 

even took out their calendars to confirm any longer meetings, doctor’s appointments, etc. The 
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problem with equating the hours for the week in total was solved by the automatic calculator on 

the last row of the grid. Some of the respondents only used the column for hours and indicated 

the minutes only if they differed from zero. As this was quite common, and the resulting error 

message (“Please answer this question”) caused some frustration, Finland decided to allow no 

response in the column for minutes and coded blanks as zero. 

Figure 29 Final version of the grid for HWACTUAL in the Finish web test questionnaire 

 

These qualitative tests still could not answer two important questions: First, do respondents in 

fact report different averages for their hours worked (HWACTUAL) in the grid format which asks for 

working hours for every day (and automatically calculates hours worked in the week) compared 

to the one question directly asking for the hours worked during the whole week? And, second, 

which of these two options comes closer to the answers given in the CATI version of this 

question? In order to answer these questions3, Finland conducted a quantitative web pilot of the 

CAWI questionnaire which coincided with the regular LFS data collection via CATI. In an 

experimental design, the test respondents of the CAWI questionnaire were split into two groups. 

Group A was asked to indicate the number of hours worked with one question, similar to the 

approach in the CATI questionnaire. Group B was presented with the grid asking for the number 

of hours worked on each day of the reference week. Group C in this experimental design are the 

regular respondents of the LFS who were interviewed via telephone at the same time. 

                                                           
3 Plus many other interesting questions about the potential introduction of the LFS as a CAWI instrument in 
Finland, see whole report by Statistics Finland by Kristi Pohjanpää (2014) 
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The results from the split plot experiment showed that the web respondents who answered to the 

traditional, telephone interview-style question (see Figure 30) reported on average fewer hours 

(35.5 hours, n = 703) than the respondents faced with grid-form question (36.2 hours, n = 626). 

This was surprising, as it was anticipated that the grid format would decrease reported working 

hours as people would better remember their absences. However, the difference was not 

statistically significant. The CATI respondents indicated that they worked on average exactly the 

same number of hours (36.2 hours, n = 1316) as CAWI respondents in the grid format.  

Figure 30 Three different measures of hours worked during the reference week, weighted average 
of those who worked 1‒98 hours, CI (95%), Finnish pilot study 

 

 

The result points towards functional equivalency, meaning that we might need different kinds of 

question formats across different modes in order to produce similar results. Although the 

difference between the average in telephone interview data and the one question version in CAWI 

was not statistically significant, Statistic Finland decided to opt for the grid question to ensure 

better functional equivalency of results from web data collection and telephone interviewing.  

As an interesting side note, paradata showed that completing the grid form question took on 

average three times as long as the one question version. This was interpreted by Statistics 

Finland as a sign of people investing in memorisation potentially leading to better data quality. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

Generally speaking, pretesting showed satisfactory results in the evaluation of grids. Due to the 

factual nature of questions in the LFS, grids are generally less prone to data quality problems 

associated with grids in questionnaires on attitudes. Grids can help to enter data quickly and 
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easily and can even increase data quality. However, thorough design is requested. Statistics 

Norway reported problems that can occur with grid questions when trying to design 

questionnaires for the use on handheld devices. According to the three different grids used in 

pretesting and with regard to the display of grids on different devices, the following 

recommendations can be made:  

Household grids 

 Only a simple design is recommended (e.g. asking for name, sex, age and marital status). 

 For information on relationships between household members use a separate grid. 

 If possible, integrate drop-down menus for dates and other closed answer categories. 

 It is recommend to use textfills in grids for collecting data on relationship. 

 

Grids with Yes/No options 

 After several waves of testing and adjusting, Finland’s approach to combine questions 

into one grid has been successful. 

 However, it must be ensured that respondents correctly understand this question format, 

especially that they are required to give an answer to all questions in the grid not just in 

case of affirmative answers as in “check all that apply” grids. 

 

Grids for measuring working hours 

 Finland’s use of the grid format to measure respondents hours (actually) worked in the 

reference week is a good example of how grids can be employed with the aim to improve 

the quality of responses in web questionnaires.  

 

Handheld devices 

 There are certain limits to the use of grid questions in handheld devices due to the 

limited screen sizes that typically calls for a page by page display of individual questions.  

 Questionnaire designers therefore should keep in mind that more complex question 

formats – among them grids – might not be properly displayed or even non-usable on 

handheld devices.  

 Grids might furthermore present a challenge with regard to accessibility standards. 
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3.1.8 Visual design 

Research questions 

The issue of visual design is one of the biggest priorities when considering converting an 

interviewer-led questionnaire to an online self-completion format. Inadequate displayed 

functionalities and the use of inappropriately worded questions may potentially increase burden 

during the completion process as well as having an effect on the quality of the information the 

respondent records.  

In order to reduce this risk several areas of investigation were identified in advance by the British 

ONS who chiefly investigated this topic. Several areas were tested in terms of visual design. 

Overall screen layout probes asked respondents to provide feedback on the general design of the 

on-line instrument. They were then asked more specific questions about font sizes, colours used, 

use of bold, spacing, questions per page, size of radio buttons and drop down boxes, design of 

error messages and feedback on the design of help icons. Next to the UK, testing for visual 

design was also done by the Netherlands.    

Approaches and findings 

The majority of test respondents in the U.K were negative about the visual design of the initial 

web test questionnaire, stating that they believed it to be dull and uninspiring (see Figure 31). 

This notion applied to aspects of design relating to colour and font (type and colour). Reference 

was often made to marketing and other government websites and it was felt that the range of 

colours used in alternative designs made the questionnaire seem more user friendly than that 

offered in this wave of testing. Respondents felt that the font size for questions, guidance and 

answer options should be uniform. Font size was also noted as being an issue for one individual 

whose vision is affected by a secondary condition and it was suggested that given the amount of 

space on the screen an increase would enhance the respondent experience.  
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Figure 31 Initial draft of the British web test questionnaire using Blaise IS 

 

Redesigns in Blaise 5 used an increased font size and this was deemed more acceptable by 

respondents. Findings were similar for the Netherlands where respondents stated that the font 

size used was too small making usability more difficult. As a result, the Netherlands proposed a 

fixed font size of 12 whereas in the UK a fixed font size of 14 was agreed for question and answer 

stems (see Figure 32 and Figure 33). 
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Figure 32 New design of the British LFS questionnaire using Blaise 5 

 

 

Figure 33 Revised font size in the Dutch web questionnaire 

 



70 
 

In the U.K, the use of bold received mixed reviews. In this wave of testing bold was used on 

questions and answer stems but not guidance. Respondents felt that the use of bold in certain 

sections only distracted them so little attention was paid to guidance which was deemed to be 

relatively unimportant given its format. The mix of bold and normal font was also deemed to be 

messy. Further iterations of testing in Blaise 5 were adapted so that bold fonts were only used for 

questions and within guidance where it was important to highlight the key requirements of the 

question, e.g. where asking for net or gross salary. This design was received far more positively 

by respondents (see Figure 34). 

Figure 34 Proposed design for use of bold in the British web test questionnaire 

 

Spacing was not considered to be an issue by the majority of respondents in the U.K. However, 

minimal feedback suggested that the space available on the screen could be better utilised by 

expanding the design of the questions further out across the space available. Later designs in 

Blaise 5 were far more complex with a greater area of screen space used as a result. The 

feedback here was predominantly positive with respondents preferring this design. In the 

Netherlands, spacing in terms of page layout was considered to be an issue. One example of this 

was the welcome page where respondents reported that there was too much information on the 

screen. It was proposed that a redesign be employed with the information being split across 

several screens rather than providing all the information on one page (see Figure 35).  
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Figure 35 Final design for spacing in the British test web questionnaire using Blaise 5 

 

The colour used for error messages was deemed appropriate by the majority of test respondents 

in the UK. They stated that red text was what they would expect to see if they had made a 

mistake. Only one person felt that the colour was ‘aggressive’. Issues did arise with regards to 

the size of the text used in error messages where respondents stated the current font was too 

small and should be aligned with the font size used within the rest of the question design. There 

were also wording issues where respondents felt that the reason behind the error and the 

guidance to resolve the issue did not always make sense. One respondent needed to seek 

clarification from the interviewer before they were able to continue through the questionnaire. It 

was also noted that several respondents failed to notice the interactive i-button which is 

designed to offer further advice if required. There was some confusion as to what the “i” meant 

amongst those who had spotted it. When asked, respondents said they would like to see more 

help information available, that it should be on a voluntary basis and be more succinctly worded 

aligning more closely to the question. 
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Figure 36 Design for error messages in the British test web questionnaire 

 

Figure 37 Design for error message in the Dutch web questionnaire (Blaise 4.1) 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

 A minimum font size of 12pt is recommended for general wording within a questionnaire 

with an increased size for headings of at least 16pt.  

 Bold font should be used sparingly, only being implemented where it is necessary to 

highlight specific information for completion of a questionnaire, instructions or 
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requirements within a question (for example, to point out that a question refers to the 

first job or the second job respectively).  

 Spacing needs to be considered to ensure that the respondent is not overwhelmed with 

information within one page.   

 Colour is not necessarily limited as a result of accessibility issues.  Rather that choice of 

colour being an issue one needs to ensure that an appropriate level of contrast is 

employed between the text and background of a questionnaire.  

 Radio buttons should ideally be the same size as the font size for question wording. 

 There is a vast literature on matters of web questionnaire design, and only a very limited 

amount of visual design matters where addressed in the tests of this project. For more 

comprehensive accounts on visual design in web questionnaires, please refer to the 

literature. Good starting points are, for example, Couper 2008 or Dillman et al. 2009. 
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3.2 Critical questions and concepts 

 
Most of the LFS questionnaires in Europe are currently conducted by interviewer-assisted modes. 

Consequently, by introducing web questionnaires there is a big methodological change to 

consider, that is the absence of an interviewer who traditionally is able to provide assistance 

where required. While the absence of interviewers could be viewed positively, for example, where 

social desirability effects may negatively impact responses to attitudinal questions, it is 

considered as less positive to lose the interviewer in surveys with complex factual questions as 

in the case of the LFS. There is evidence from previous pretesting that some factual questions 

might be prone to false comprehension, as respondents are less familiar with definitions applied 

in official statistics. Furthermore, respondents tend to apply their own understanding of terms 

and don’t think about checking instructions and explanations. 

The overarching challenge in the design of web questionnaires besides the usability of the 

instrument is to safeguard respondents’ understanding of a question as intended without the 

help of an interviewer. This is important for two types of questions: (a) questions that are in 

themselves central for basic results and (b) questions that serve as filters for upcoming 

sequences of questions. In both cases the enormous potential of electronic questionnaires such 

as automatic routing or error checks clearly have limitations: Concepts must be understood 

correctly by the respondents and programming the follow-up of skips cannot help when it comes 

to comprehension problems. An appropriate design can support the transfer of concepts (e.g. by 

providing explanations and instructions in a visually appealing design (see chap. 3.1)), but only 

to a certain extent. Thus testing the comprehension of selected questions is advisable. 

For this purpose a list of variables that were expected to be particularly prone to comprehension 

problems was provided by WP III. Within the ESSnet some variables have been investigated by all 

or several countries, others only by one country. Furthermore, it needs to be pointed out that 

findings cannot always be applied to all countries exactly in the same way. In the LFS, each 

country delivers the harmonised variables by output-approach so that wording and order of 

questions can differ. As question order and exact wording is sensitive, some minor design 

differences might already lead to a different understanding of the required information. With the 

(more or less) unique circumstances of the LFS in each country in mind, this report therefore 

refrains from making recommendations on the exact wording of questions for all countries. But it 

is very helpful to know when exactly a particular presentation or phrasing of a question proves to 

be problematic for respondents and how this could be improved. Each finding on critical 

questions depicted on the following pages can be helpful in sensitively creating the country-

specific CAWI questionnaire in other countries. In the remainder of this chapter, we start with 

some general findings before results on specific variables are presented.  
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General findings 

Pretesting revealed five major results:  

1. Respondents in standard employment situations had fewer difficulties with completing 

the web questionnaire. Basically, the classification was easy to handle, but respondents 

felt rather tired since the follow-up of questions seemed to be almost the same questions 

(e.g. distinction between main status, professional status and status in reference week 

(see MAINSTAT, WSTATOR, STAPRO), so that it was less motivating to fill in the 

questionnaire and might create scenarios of satisficing, which has been observed in the 

case of Germany. Furthermore, it was noticed, that not all respondents carefully read 

questions (as reading behaviour tends to be more scanning than reading the full 

sentence), which can have an impact on data quality.   

2. Subgroups of employed respondents are more sensitive in entering correct data. These 

groups are: people in marginal employment or with several jobs, in a work on call 

contract or in parental-leave as well as self-employed, freelance-workers and temporarily 

employed. This is due to the fact that either the answer options they were provided with 

were perceived as not adequately corresponding with their actual working conditions, or 

generally the terminology did not fit to their situation and labelling of jobs. This result is 

in line with former tests conducted by Destatis and CBS. SSB Norway stated: “Many 

problems from the CATI questionnaire are reinforced in CAWI mode due to the absence of 

an interviewer for guidance and clarification”.  

3. Questions on unemployment: The general questions on searching jobs by different 

activities and means has been understood by respondents. But, questions on work 

availability and duration of seeking a job are more difficult to answer. Additionally, the 

concept on the administrative term “being registered as unemployed in contrast to 

registered to search, but being still employed caused difficulties in the case of Germany. 

4. Generally speaking, several problems from CATI/CAPI questionnaires are reinforced in 

CAWI due to the absence of an interviewer for guidance and clarification, when wording is 

unclear and concepts need to be explained. Thus, improvements to wording of questions 

and clarifications would be beneficial (and would also help interviewers). 

5. While not a specific subject of testing, it seems plausible to assume that proxy interviews 

are also a threat to data quality in CAWI. Dutch pretests of LFS educational attainment 

questions for several modes, including web, caution against the use of proxy interviews 

in the LFS.  Switching from household to individual web questionnaires, however, might 

come with sampling and technical problems. 
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Much of the work done in WP II of this ESSnet project tried to find out how severe the challenges 

in switching to self-completion actually are and what kind of impact can be expected. A good 

questionnaire design and wording of questions can prevent some problems, but it is advisable to 

continuously check for possible mode effects when going into production. Within the scope of 

this project, thorough quantitative tests could only be conducted for a limited amount of 

variables (WP III). The pretests done in the context of WP II recognised several more critical 

variables, but it is important to consider the qualitative nature and limited conclusiveness of 

these tests when it comes to the detection of potential measurement differences between 

modes.  

On the next pages details on the following Labour Force Survey variables are presented: 

MAINSTAT, WSTATOR, STAPRO, EXIST2J, ISCO, NACE, SEEKWORK, FTPT, HWACTUAL and 

HWUSUAL.   

3.2.1 Main activity status (MAINSTAT) 

 
 
Eurostat 
variable 

 
 
Definition of variable 

 
 

 
MAINSTAT 
(optional) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Main activity status 
 
 

1 Carries out a job or profession, including unpaid work for a family business or 

holding, including an apprenticeship or paid traineeship, etc, everybody 

aged 15 years or more 

2 Unemployed 

3 Pupil, student, further training, unpaid work experience 

4 In retirement or early retirement or has given up business 

5 Permanently disabled 

6 In compulsory military service 

7 Fulfilling domestic tasks 

8 Other inactive person 

9 Not applicable (child less than 15 years) 

blank No answer 
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MAINSTAT 

Purpose 

The “main activity status” asks for a person‘s self-assessment regarding his/her activity status in 

order to show the “social status” of a person. This concept is thus broader than the mere 

distinction between being employed or unemployed. For instance, students with small jobs will 

in general present themselves as students. It has been recommended in EU Labour Force User 

Guide to ask this question only after asking about labour status and registration at the public 

employment office. (Still, countries insert the question at different place.) The main status is 

optional; it serves as a variable to compile the ILOSTAT variable on employment status. Germany 

and Finland tested this question.   

Problem description and findings 

Finland only had minor problems with the question which could be solved in the testing process. 

The first design which presented the questions in two steps (based on the CATI interview) was 

considered awkward on the screen, so that the combined question in CAWI was regarded as the 

better solution.  

Germany introduced the question on the main status at the very beginning of the questionnaire. 

The decision on this question order is based on previous testing done with the CAPI and PAP 

questionnaires. However, in self-completed web questionnaires this procedure caused some 

irritation: While people in standard employment situations had no problems selecting one single 

answer option, people in more complex situations would have preferred to select more than one 

option. This applied for several groups, particularly persons with several small jobs, housewives 

with marginal employment, unemployed people with small jobs or people with work on call. 

These groups wanted to click on several items, but in the case of Germany items being radio 

buttons this approach was not accepted. Consequently, several probands felt already 

dissatisfied and uncertain about the answers they provided at a very early stage of the 

questionnaire. Furthermore, by automatic navigation respondents could not click easily 

backward and forward in order to check the sequence of questions and to verify if they 

understood the question in the right way (by checking the follow-up possible in paper 

questionnaires).    

Additionally, social desirability is of concern:  

• 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. 
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• 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. By quoting on 

qualitative results we cannot say what will happen in the field, some factual questions are only 

supposed to be less social-desirable prone. As these respondents fluctuate between several 

response options, these respondents also would prefer to describe their personal situation more 

extensively by clicking on multiple answers, as this would cover more the real situation. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

In the case of Germany, testing showed that even though for the majority of respondents the 

question fit well, a remarkable amount of probands had difficulties to characterise themselves 

with regard to just one group/category. Countries that include the question should check the 

following:  

• The MAINSTAT variable meets the majority of respondents in standard employment, but 

deviation from this standard creates problems. Adjustment in wording is necessary, as a 

growing group of respondents is not in a “standard situation” with employment 

biographies becoming more complex.  

• It should be discussed whether the questions might be redesigned to allow for multiple 

answers so that answering 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. 

 

Related with the MAINSTATUS questions are the questions on WSTATOR (work in reference week) 

and STAPRO (professional status in current job) which are discussed below. 
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3.2.2 Work in reference week/Professional status in current job (WSTATOR/STAPRO) 

 
Eurostat 
variable 

 
 
Definition of variable 

 
 

 
WSTATOR) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Labour status during the reference week 

 
 
 
 

1) Did any work for pay or profit during the reference week – one hour or 

more (including family workers but excluding conscripts on compulsory 

military or community service) 

2) Was not working but had a job or business from he/she was absent 

during the reference week (including family workers but excluding 

conscripts on compulsory military or community service). 

3) Was not working because of lay-off 

4) Was a conscript on compulsory military or community service 

5) Others (15 years or more) who neither work nor had a job or business 

during the reference week 

9) Not applicable (child less than 15 years old) 

 
 

 
Eurostat 
variable 

 
 
Definition of variable 

 
 

 
STAPRO 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
– Professional status 

 
 
 

1) Self-employed with employees 

2)  Self-employed without employees 

3)  Employees 

4)  Family workers 

9)  Not applicable 
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Purpose 

WSTATOR determines whether a person is considered being in employment or not in relation to a 

specific reference week. This is based on the guidelines of the International Labour Organisation. 

The variable STAPRO also belongs to the ‘core variables in social statistics’. This information is 

particularly taken into account in the calculation of the EU-harmonised unemployment rate, 

following the rules of 1897/2000 Commission Regulation. The employment status also belongs 

to the ‘core variables in social statistics’ and is used to monitor most of the employment 

guidelines and especially the achievement of full employment. The professional status (STAPRO) 

requested here refers to the main job. It is also essential to study employment in relation with 

business surveys and National Accounts. Consequently, both variables are of particular interest 

and it is critical to make sure that concepts are captured in the right way. 

The questions on WSTATOR/STAPRO were tested in four countries: Finland, Norway, Germany and 

the Netherlands. They use country specific questions that differ in the amount of questions, in 

the type of follow up questions and some in question wording.  

 Reference:  

Eurostat (2011): EU Labour Force Survey database User guide  

 

Problem description and findings 

Finland 

In the Finnish LFS, the variable WSTATOR/STATPRO is divided into several different survey 

questions. These questions are critical because the proceeding process on the questionnaire is 

mainly determined by the status of a respondent. The aim of the study in Finland was to ensure 

that respondents will run through the right path on the web questionnaire. That is, respondents 

interpret questions in a way as intended and equally define themselves as (un)employed 

compared to the CATI mode. In the CATI mode, the interviewer helps respondents in the 

answering process and ensures that a respondent is classified in the right category of labour 

status. In the CAWI mode, the challenge is that respondents have to do this without any help 

from the interviewer. 

Based on the pre-testing, the comprehension of questions and the response process were 

generally quite unproblematic. The main explanation for this result seems to be the structure of 

the Finnish LFS questionnaire. The definition of a respondent’s labour status is derived from 

answers to several follow-up questions and the idea is to make sure that a respondent takes into 

account every essential aspect of his or her status in the reference week. However, the pre-

testing revealed that some sub-groups have problems with exactly those questions on the 
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reference week (WSTATOR). The question is addressing a specific week, which is in terms of clear 

statistical concepts adequate and straight forward, but on the perception of some employed 

people in less regularly working schedules rather dissatisfactory: The pre-testing reveal problems 

with people who are employed with contracts such as ""called to work if needed"", following a 

scheme of each second week etc.. Those respondents may not count their job in the right 

category (i.e. was not working but had a job from which he/she was absent during the reference 

week).  

 

Norway  

In the Norwegian LFS questionnaire, WSTATOR and STAPRO are broken down into a series of 

questions. This is intended to prevent false positives or negatives, and in many cases 

successfully does so. The most complex or ambiguous work status situations, however, are not 

always handled by the questionnaire alone.  

In addition, issues with WSTATOR were linked to matching dates with weekdays, especially when 

the reference week was not last week.  The question reads Did you have any paid work during the 

week from [DATE] to [DATE]? Matching the dates with actual weekdays Monday to Sunday was a 

problem for 6 of 12 test persons for whom the reference week was last week. Another issue was 

temporary absence. A proposed solution is to include information on which weekdays are meant: 

Did you have any paid work during the week from Monday [DATE] to Sunday [DATE]? Another 

solution for cases where the reference week is a few weeks back could be to include a calendar 

to visualize the reference week in relation to the current week.   

Additionally, there seems to be an ambivalent situation as to what extent payment or actual 

working time is the ultimate key to classify in the one way or the other. This is likely to result in 

some false positives. With these responses, the actual WSTATOR status is derived. This problem 

mainly occurs for self-employed people or those with unusual work patterns (e.g. one week on/ 

one week off work). Here, a restructuring of the Norwegian LFS questionnaire could be considered 

so that respondents do not have to respond to the questions on the business, work contract and 

working time arrangement. 

A more fundamental problem is connected to the definition of what a job is. Several respondents 

in Norway express that they are unsure of whether or not to include income generating work only 

(again, self-employed in the phase e.g. of application) . Another problem is that "job" is difficult 

to define for many respondents in Norway.. There seems to be an unclear distinction between 

"job", "employment", "contract" etc. Other issues are related to having one or more jobs and 

deciding on which employment is the "main" one (referring to working hours or wages).  One 
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respondent reported herself as a "family worker" instead of her regular job, as she was on 

vacation and did work for her parents. This could indicate that the question is too strongly 

connected with a particular and non-regular situation in the reference week. Separating the 

regular work situation from the work situation in the reference week should perhaps be 

considered. Testing results can be confirmed by Destatis based on previous pretesting studies: 

respondents with less regular working schedules and payment have serious problems to decide 

how and if they should indicate their jobs they are doing and whether, even though this is clearly 

explained in the questionnaire, it is right to do. Thus, sub-groups which are not in regular 

employment show sensitivity related to the concept reference week and the term “job”. 

 

Germany 

In the German case there is a logical sequence of questions, starting with the main status 

(MAINSTAT), followed by the reference week (WSTATOR) and finally referring to the professional 

status (STAPRO). The question on STAPRO also has an instruction on how to deal with several 

jobs. The sequence of these three questions caused confusion among some probands: Firstly, 

several probands did not notice the difference between the question on main activity status 

(MAINSTAT) and on the professional status (STAPRO). They complained about being repeatedly 

asked the same question. Secondly, even though instructions have been provided on how to 

deal with several jobs, probands did not notice and thus felt uncertain about how to handle the 

follow-up of questions after STAPRO in the case that they had more than one job. These 

respondents with more than one job only found out that a second job can be indicated when the 

question was displayed on the screen, after already filling in a lot of questions about their “main” 

employment. Thus, the order in this self-completed CAWI questionnaire is sensitive, whereas in 

the CAPI mode the sequence has been appropriate. Apparently, the interviewer prevents any 

confusion among respondents. It is quite possible that the probands in the test lab were 

particularly critical of the web questionnaire and that this sequences of questions is generally 

understood and accepted by respondents outside this test situation. Quantitative results 

embedded in WP III (DE), did not allow to be too suspicious on these variables, but qualitative 

results showed a different perspective.  

 

The Netherlands 

At StatNeth, based on results of a pre-test and the review of the LFS questionnaire, it appeared 

that WSTATOR questions work rather well for people working as an employee. For specific groups 

of respondents the questions do not work well: students who do not want to work or students 

with a side job, self-employed people, people with more than one job, people in discontinuous 
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jobs and call workers. Also people who own a business and are (temporarily) unemployed or 

unemployed people who want to start an own business (self-employed), the questions are less 

appropriate. For these specific groups, the sequence of the questionnaire without the clarifying 

role of an interviewer might lead to incorrect transcoding of the ILO status on employment and 

unemployment. 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

Many problems from the CATI questionnaire are reinforced in CAWI mode due to the absence of 

an interviewer for guidance and clarification. The complexity of these concepts cannot be 

explained by an interviewer in CAWI.  

Although the tested question format differs between countries, the reported issues in a web 

version of the LFS questionnaire are showing the same tendency: Respondents in standard-

employment have fewer problems, but probands expressed their impression, having answered 

several times on the same question and became tired and may initiate satisficing.  Thus, the 

cumbersome approach on a certain sequence of questions is observed critically by respondents, 

but was accepted in testing environment.  In contrast, several subgroups experience these 

questions as problematic: Respondents with a marginal employment status, self-employed 

people, people in occasional jobs, people with flexible contracts and working hours, housewives, 

people with small jobs, have problems answering questions of WSTATOR/STAPRO in a mode 

without an interviewer. As these specific groups are continuously growing in the European Labour 

market, it is very hard to capture them with a self-completion questionnaire.  

The results also showed the crucial role of an interviewer guiding respondents through 

WSTATOR/STAPRO at specific (sets of) questions, which are rather important for basic LFS 

variables. Additionally, results sometimes illustrate that comprehension and validity aspects of 

specific LFS questions interact with visual design and usability issues (see e.g. topic on 

instructions/explanations; actual working hours).   

A general recommendation is to reflect on the phrasing and sequence of questions of 

WSTATOR/STATPRO as they are very crucial in the transcoding of employment and 

unemployment. An adaptation of question text wording is needed to give respondents the right 

context to responses which is important when using a mixed mode design or a single mode 

without an interviewer, where the clarifying role of an interviewer is missing.  

Recommendations: 

 Questions referring to a reference week in particular need to include good instructions. A 

helpful idea is to provide information on weekdays when referring to reference week 
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(explicitly mentioning dates connected to the weekday in the form of “Monday [date] to 

Sunday [date]”). Consider the use of calendars to visualize the relation between reference 

week and interview week. 

 The reference week especially create additional problem with regard marginal employed 

people, self-employed and those with an irregular working schedules: By personal option 

those respondents regard their job as employed, but the question refers only to the last 

week. This approach causes confusion or the feeling to be neglected, although working. 

The follow-up of questions get back to these respondents and classify them correctly, but 

this is not clear at the moment when filling in the specific question on the reference 

week.  

 Thus some more instructions below the question might be of help. Instructions must be 

worded and presented in a way that these respondents quickly understand the statistical 

concept of the reference week and should not be associated with any upgrading. 

 Even though first testing on mode-effects did not reveal major impediments to provide 

data on the employment status based on the CAWI instrument, it is recommended to 

carry out experiments and more quantitative testing on possible mode-effects among 

specific sub groups to safe-guard data quality..  

 

3.2.3 Part and Full-time job (FTPT) 

 
 
Eurostat 
variable 

 
 
Definition of variable 

 
 

FTPT 
 

 
Full-time / Part-time distinction 
 

1 Full-time 

2  Part-time 

9 Not applicable (WSTATOR =3-5, 9) 

Blank No answer 
  

 

The variable has been tested by Finland and Germany. Some findings could be confirmed by 

other partners during project meetings. 
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Purpose 

On first glance, this question seems to be straightforward and easy to understand. The 

classification provides a first view on the labour market with regard to working patterns of people 

either being either in a full-time or in a part-time arrangement. The pretesting should find out, 

whether this classification serves its purpose and respondents can classify themselves along this 

distinction.  

Based on former testing experiences (see references at the end), it was expected that some 

subgroups might have problems applying this concept. It was thought to be possible that, for 

example, marginal employed or people with a side job as well as respondents in freelance 

arrangements might have difficulties with this concept. This might be even more prevalent for 

those respondents with work patterns changing by the week (e.g. one week full-time, one week 

off; sharing jobs with colleagues etc.) Additionally, due to different economic sectors, full and 

part-time jobs are classified differently (e.g. car industry, public service, medical sectors, 

educational sector etc.)  

Findings 

Germany 

Most probands do not have any doubts as to how to classify their jobs because the technical 

terms of full-time and part-time are commonly used and intuitively understood. The working 

hours that are mentioned by test respondents as a benchmark vary between 25 and 40+ (for full-

time) or between 20 and 35- (for part-time). In publications these variations should be indicated 

for users and consequently may not create problems. 

In contrast, in cognitive interviews it turned out that certain groups feel dissatisfied with this 

rather simple distinction: marginally employed and respondents with a side job wondered why 

there was no specific response option for them (e. g. “mini-job”) or why they were not filtered 

out, because the question in its current wording would not apply to their personal situation 

(“neither full-time nor part-time”). They all chose “part-time” as a rather insufficient response. 

Additionally, people with several jobs usually enumerate their working hours and may derive to 

almost a full-time job, but in reference with the reported first job, they should characterise 

themselves as part-time. According to former testing, self-employed probands have had 

problems with this distinction too, as the one-week perspective is somewhat too narrow to 

classify their work patterns. Also people working on demand showed conflicts with regard to how 

to classify themselves, due to different workloads. 
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Finland 

The pre-testing revealed problems with workers who are employed with contracts such as "called 

to work if needed" (or work on demand). Those employees may, for example, be called to work 

for a week and they may work full-time only that one week. Respondents with that kind of 

contract do have problems not directly connected with the distinction of hours, but with the 

concept in relation with the reference week. Accordingly, the concept of reference weeks is 

accurate but not appropriate for, among others, marginally employed people or people with less 

common working patterns. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

The classification for the majority of employed people (thus in standard employment) is rather 

simply to handle. Some subgroups, however, do need instructions, since some respondents 

cannot identify themselves into these groups. It may help to introduce a category as “others” for 

to help this group. In the follow-up of questions people have to indicate their working hours 

precisely and data become more reliable and valid. for to become more and valid data. 

3.2.4 Second job (EXIST2J) 

 
 
Eurostat 
variable 

 
 
Definition of variable 

 
 

 
EXIST2J 

 
Existence of more than one job or business 
 
1 Person had only one job or business during the reference week 
2 Person had more than one job or business during the  reference  week 

(not  due to change of job or business) 
 

 
The questions used for reporting EXIST2J were tested by three DCSS project partners: Germany, 

Finland and Norway. Whereas Finland and Norway implemented the question on a possible 

second job rather at the beginning of employment questions, Germany inserted the question 

after the question on the main employment. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this question is to collect separate data on additional jobs some respondents 

might have. To distinguish between different jobs is a basic concept in the LFS. The first purpose 

is that respondents clearly understand that some questions only refer to one particular job. 

Secondly, the perception of what is to be considered as a job could be perceived differently 
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depending on different daily life experiences and employment conditions. Due to the missing 

presence of an interviewer this might cause problems.   

Findings 

Generally, two main problems were encountered: One is on the level of comprehension, i.e. what 

is supposed to be a “job”, the other is about question order, i.e. when exactly the questions on a 

second job should be presented. 

All the different issue types were identified by at least one of the participating countries, but only 

the problems of comprehension and routing were reported by all three. Regarding the issue of 

impact on data quality and response burden, the countries have mixed experiences: Germany, on 

the one hand, reporting a severe impact on both burden and data quality and Norway, on the 

other hand, only reporting some impact on data quality. The problem of comprehension will be 

discussed primarily as it is central for later judgement problems and may lead to routing errors. 

 
Germany 

Germany, displaying the questions on a second job only after the entire sequence of questions 

related to the first job, reports problems with some respondents with several jobs who fail to 

realise in time that there are distinct series of question for each of their jobs. Respondents are 

supposed to first answer questions on their main job; this is followed by a series almost similar 

questions relating to their additional job(s). In some instances respondents only understood this 

logic after the questions specifically referring to the second job were displayed. At this point in 

time, some respondents had mistakenly factored in information about their second job in the 

questions that are supposed to only refer to respondents’ main job. While in the paper 

questionnaire people can easily check if the questionnaire also covers a second job, it is less 

likely that respondents do so in the web questionnaire, due to automatic routing and staying with 

this system. However, the CAWI instrument included an instruction stating that in case the 

respondent is engaged in several work activities, the one with the longest work hours should be 

reported on in the questions referring to the “first job”.  Apparently, respondents overlooked 

these instructions and thus better arising awareness from the start is necessary. This should be 

placed in advance of them reporting on their first job. It is crucial that respondents with more 

than one job understand this procedure in order to avoid serious measurement error in the 

variables referring to respondents’ different jobs.  
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Norway and Finland 

In the Norwegian and Finnish LFS questionnaires on the other hand, the question on whether the 

respondent has one or more than one job comes early in the questionnaire – before the 

questions on both the main job and the extra job(s). In both the Finnish and the Norwegian 

questionnaire, if the answer to EXIST2J is “more than one job”, dynamic text is added as an 

introduction. The Norwegian LFS questionnaire has the following introduction: “The following 

questions are about what you consider to be your main job”. Before the questions on the (main) 

second job, the following introduction is presented: “And now for some questions concerning 

your main second job”. The Finnish questionnaire has a similar introduction. In CATI mode, the 

introductions are always read out loud by the interviewer. In CAWI mode, there could be a risk 

that such introductions will not be read, if they are separated from the question by e.g. line 

spacing, but it seems rather seldom the case. 

The comprehension problems reported by Norway were connected to determining what a job is. 

The actual term used in the question is “Arbeidsforhold”, meaning employment rather than job. 

This is a more technical term than “job”, which would have been a direct translation. 

“Arbeidsforhold” emphasizes contractual relations and formalism. This could lead to some 

underreporting of less formal work. Several test persons, including an artist, expressed that they 

were unsure of whether or not to include income generating work only. In other instances, 

respondents have multiple employment contracts with the same employer, which can lead to 

confusion – should they be split up, or should they be reported as one job? 

Statistics Finland reports some similar problems, observing that secondary jobs seemingly are 

underreported in some cases. For example, employees with secondary jobs, persons who have 

their own business as a secondary job or persons who may help as an unpaid family member in 

some enterprise may not take that into account while answering. To address this problem, 

Statistics Finland modified instructions under the ‘info’ button, but report that the basic structure 

of the LFS questionnaire regardless of mode must be modified in order to come properly to terms 

with the problem. 

Conclusion and recommendations 

Testing of this question revealed two problems: one with regard to the placement of the question 

and secondly the lack of a clear definition of what is to be considered as a “job”. Consequently, 

the following recommendations should be considered: 

 Determine early in the questionnaire whether the respondent has more than one job. 

 When the respondent has more than one job, name the jobs. Ask for the actual name of 

the businesses or refer to them as the ‘main job’ and ‘second job’, and use these names 
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as dynamic text in the questionnaire, to prepare and remind the respondent. The names 

could also be used in a potential navigation tree, as a heading, and/or as part of 

introductions. 

 Include instructions/clarification on what constitutes a job: income, regularity, the 

existence of a contract.  

 Include instructions/clarification on what separates different jobs from one another: e. g. 

how to report multiple contracts with the same employer, how to report work at different 

locations for the same employer. 

 

3.2.5 Usual and actual working hours (HWUSUAL/HWACTUAL) 

 

LFS variable Definition of variable 

HWUSUAL Number of hours per week usually worked 

01-98 Number of hours usually worked in the first job 

HWACTUAL Number of hours actually worked during the reference week 

01-98 Number of hours actually worked in the first job during the reference week 

 
Purpose 

The questions concerning the variables HWUSUAL and HWACTUAL have been tested by three 

countries: Finland, Germany and Norway. 

The purpose of these two variables is basically to determine working overtime by distinction into 

usual working hours and actual working hours. In the German case, additionally a question on 

working more than the contracted time has been inserted. The tested question formats differed 

between countries. The following table summarises question formats and country-specific 

questions. 

 

Variable Country Tested question format Country-specific question 

 

 

 

HWUSUAL 

Germany Open text field (in hours) How many hours do you usually work per week, 
including regular overtime and standby time? 

 

Finland 

a) Open text field (in hours) Employee: What are your regular or usual weekly 

working hours (in your main job)? 

Self-employed: How many hours do you usually 

work per week? 

b) Open text fields (in 
hours and minutes) 

 

 

No direct question for 
HWUSUAL but several 

Employee:  

- How long are your contractual hours? 
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Norway 
questions measuring 
respondents’ working 
hours from different 
viewpoints. 

Several questions; open 
text fields (in hours and 
minutes) 

- How long were your scheduled working hours 
during the week from [DATE] to [DATE]? 

- On average, how long are your scheduled 
working hours? 

Self-employed: On average, how long are your 

working hours? 

 

 

 

HWACTUAL 

Germany Open text field (in hours) How many hours have you actually worked last 
week? 

Norway Open text fields (in hours 
and minutes) 

How many hours did you work during the week 
from [DATE] to [DATE]? 

 

 

Finland 

a) Open text field (in hours) How many hours did you work (in your main job) 
during last week ([DATE]-[DATE]) if possible 

overtime and on-call hours are included and 
temporary absences of even one hour are 
excluded? 

b) Grid format How many hours did you work during last week 
([DATE]-[DATE])? Mon, Tue, Wed…  
(see Picture 1) 

 

 
HWUSUAL  

All countries report problems with the interpretation of usual working hours. Separating 

contractual or official hours from the hours usually worked is difficult and respondents do not 

always realise the difference between these two concepts. These variables are especially 

problematic for workers with non-standard contracts: workers with worked-off time, part time and 

shift workers, odd-job workers, self-employed persons, school or medical personnel. The 

additional explanations and instructions are one possibility to clarify the meaning of the 

question but explanations behind the hyperlink, for example, are ignored by respondents as 

Germany reports. 

Germany reports problems which occurred for some respondents with several jobs. Respondents 

wondered whether the questions on the working hours refer to all of their jobs or a job in 

particular (cf. chapter 3.1.4). For example, some respondents added all working hours they had 

because it was cognitively too complex to keep their occupations separated without having a 

clear reference to the first, second etc. job. Norway has some similar results. In the Norwegian 

and Finnish LFS questionnaires, on the other hand, the question whether the respondent has one 

or more than one job is placed early on. Therefore, the allocation between the main job and 

secondary jobs is clearer for respondents. 
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Calculating problems in summing up the hours are reported by all three counties. Norway 

describes that respondents struggle with complicated calculation. Self-employed provide 

estimates instead of exact calculating which turn up in two ways. One way of estimating is to 

think of a “typical” week and report based on that; another is to start doing the complicated 

calculation and end up with a wrong answer. Also, respondents who work extra shifts had 

problems in processing an answer. There seems to be a high risk that respondents get 

unmotivated and provide only rough estimates without bothering to try to calculate an answer.  

In addition, rounding numbers causes errors in answers. For the first test round, the Finnish 

question required respondents to give an answer in full hours (question format identical with 

Finnish CATI mode). However, this is not functional solution for respondents and leads to errors 

in rounding. In addition, some respondents want to give more accurate answers which leads to 

problems with interpreting decimals (e.g. 36 hours 15 minutes → 36.25). In CAWI, the question 

format was redesigned to include one field for hours and one field for minutes. To avoid 

problems with decimals and rounding, it is preferable to have separate fields for hours and 

minutes and calculate rounding afterwards in data processing. 

 
HWACTUAL 

Concerning the actual working hours, countries report similar problems as with regard to usual 

working hours: Difficulties in determining what counts as a work and what should be included in 

working hours, recall problems and difficulties in calculation and rounding.  

In Norway, the main problem is that respondents perceive the question to be a repetition of 

earlier questions about working hours, and to some extent reproduce the earlier response on 

contractual or average working hours per week. Also, it is difficult to know whether the answers 

constitute hours worked or hours paid (not the same for some employees).  

In the German questionnaire, questions about usual and actual working hours are one after the 

other. As these questions follow each other, the differences in meaning between the two 

questions might be more obvious for respondents, but as applying a paging design, each 

question is displayed separately on the screen so that the following question is only perceived 

after clicking on the forward button. In summary, usual working hours had the tendency to be 

understood as working hours by contract (by half of the respondents), which might be influenced 

by the fact that the previous questions have been on contract conditions. So there is also a 

possible effect of sequence. Irrespectively, working hours in case of several jobs created 

problems: Some probands added all working hours they had because it was cognitively too 
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complex to keep their occupations separated without having a regular memory aid (e. g. a clearly 

emphasized reference to the first, second, etc. job). 

Finland reports that in the case of actual working hours, one summarising question for the whole 

week is cognitively burdensome because of the difficult counting task. Respondents have 

difficulties in remembering actual working hours in the reference week. For example, they did not 

notice the days absent that they might have had. Also, some respondents report their contractual 

working hours instead of actual working hours. 

To avoid problems caused by requesting one figure on actual working hours for the whole week, 

Finland transformed the questions of working days and total weekly hours into a grid (see Figure 

38). The grid format seems to work well, although some problems with remembering are still 

reported. Testing revealed that contrary to one summarising question, respondents are more 

motivated in trying to remember the exact hours day by day. Presumably, absences from work 

and overtime will be remembered more accurately. Also, the problem with summing up the hours 

for the week is solved by the automatic calculator on the last row of the grid. 

Figure 38 The grid format for HWACTUAL 

 
 

 
Conclusions and recommendations 

The problems found by countries are assessed to have a potential impact on response burden 

and data quality. Several problems are encountered with regard to (a) the definition of usual 

working hours, (b) retrieval of actual working hours in the previous week and c) rounding for 

respondents. Additionally, context effects with previous questions are possible (e.g. previous 
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questions on contracts and a follow-up question on usual working hours). Generally, the 

questions on working hours need thorough layout and design considerations. 

• Determine early in the questionnaire whether the respondent has more than one job. For 

respondents with more than one job, tailor the question wording, e.g. “With reference to 

your first job…”  

• The definition of usual working hours needs to be stressed directly below the question.  

• The actual working hours of the previous week might be completed by a grid referring to 

each day (see chap. 3.1.7 proposed by Finland). 

• In the case of working hours, it could be helpful to present both questions on one screen 

so that respondents can better understand the difference between the two concepts. 

 It is helpful to use separate answering fields for hours and minutes to avoid rounding 

problems. 

 In implementing the LFS as web questionnaire, NSI need to be aware that, roughly 

generalising, there are three groups of respondents who might react differently to these 

questions: (a) respondents in standard employment, (b) respondents in part-time 

employment and (c) other (marginal, temporary, self-employed, people with stand-by 

service etc.). You might consider designing different question wording and routing for 

these subgroups or to at least provide them with informative instructions directly below 

the question to safeguard data quality. (In case of deviations in terms of question 

wording and routing from the other questionnaires in a mixed mode design, make sure 

that changes lead to a functionally equivalent design.) 

 

3.2.6 Occupation/Economic activity of the local unit (NACE3D/ISCO4D) 

 
LFS variable Definition of variable 

ISCO4D Occupation 

NACE3D Economic activity of the local unit   

 

Problem description and findings 

 
The variables ISCOD4 and NACE3D were tested by Germany and the U.K. The tested question 

formats differed between countries. The following table summarises question formats and 

country-specific questions. 
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Variable Country Tested question format Country-specific question 

ISCO4D DE explanations + open text 
field  

 

Please name the job title for your 
(additional) occupation and the field 
you are working in.  

UK Free text We are now you going to ask you 
about the industry that you work for in 
your main job. 

NACE3D DE explanations + open text 
field  
 

Please fill in the economic 
sector/branch of the company (local 
unity/branch office), in which you 
have your (additional) job.  
 

UK Free text and look-up tables. 
 

Please provide a brief description of 
the industry that you work for in your 
main job. 

 
NACE (economic sector) 

Feedback from both countries has shown that questions that refer to the respondent’s 

employment by sector/branch are cognitively demanding and error prone. Respondents 

particularly found the question NACE3D (economic sector) difficult to answer. Respondents in the 

U.K were not sure what level of information was to be provided and so tended to refer to the most 

basic information they were able to contribute. In the U.K, respondents were required to enter a 

keyword for economic section into a research bar. Understanding what was required of them at 

this stage in terms of depth of information made this process frustrating and increased the level 

of burden imposed upon them. 

Germany indicated the same problems: It was not at all easy for respondents to describe the 

economic sector in their own words. That applied even more for marginally employed people, 

though for a different reason: it seems somewhat odd to respondents to describe their small jobs 

(e.g distributing advertising flyers) in terms of economic branches. This has been expressed in 

the cognitive interviews; respondents reported that they regard naming the economic sector as 

extremely demanding and that they were still not sure about the correct answer. In addition, from 

previous tests in Germany it is known that the different perspective of either the general sector of 

the employer in contrast to the specific individual job performed is demanding to understand 

(occupation in terms of the employee; branch in terms of employer. E.g. being a secretary in the 

coal industry). These perspective changes are confusing.  

Using a data-base for self-classification 

Referring to NACE3D specifically, in the U.K the process of using free text to start a search option 

when looking for industry in a look-up table was particularly frustrating. Respondents were often 

unable to locate their industry, primarily because they had not used an appropriate term when 
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inputting information. Others felt it was a waste of time. In some cases this was linked to their 

career at question because they were required to pick the type of organisation they worked for 

and this was sometimes considered to be too vague a requirement. For example, respondents 

were more likely to state that they worked for a university than to say they worked in university 

education.  

There were similar problems in Germany where respondents experienced difficulties assessing 

the level of information they were required to provide (e. g. non-governmental organization, 

Catholic Church or social services). They liked to orient themselves on the given examples in the 

explanations directly below the questions and this was partially successful but it was noted that 

this only worked for cases in which the described situation was similar to that of the 

respondent’s own situation. In line with findings from the U.K, Germany found that respondents 

tended to fill in the concrete name of their employer. Furthermore, the classification was also 

difficult for the self-employed with small enterprises (e g. a nanny or a masseuse). It was noted 

that hyperlinks which are currently provided offering additional guidance in terms of how to 

detail industry were not able to provide the level of detail required in order for respondents to be 

able to make an informed decision.  Respondents reported that, even after seeking guidance, the 

completion process was demanding and that they were still unable to say whether the 

information they had provided was correct. 

 

ISCO 

With regard to occupation (ISCO4D) there were much fewer difficulties. In the U.K, the occupation 

question appeared subsequent to questions regarding industry. Respondents did not experience 

any overt issues when entering text for the open occupation question, however, some 

respondents felt this was a waste of time. For example, where a respondent gave their 

organisation as ‘Education’, and their job title as ‘University Researcher’ and then described their 

job as ‘Research’, this was felt to be repetitive. 

In Germany, with regards to occupation respondents usually understood that they should specify 

their current job and not their trained profession. Nonetheless, for young people with frequent 

job changes as well as for the elderly respondents on which job to refer created some problems. 

For people in marginal employment or with a side job to label their job as “occupation” was 

somewhat awkward. Respondents hesitated to label such temporary jobs with a professional 

title. On the one hand, there was a social desirability effect: “Office clerk” sounds better than 

being an unemployed with a side job as a “cleaning lady.” On the other hand, it was a question 

of personal relevance: Having been marginally employed for half a year is regarded as a short-
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time activity and therefore not as relevant to mention as a “real” trained profession one had 

worked in for over 20 years.  

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

From testing it has become clear that without thorough guidance respondents will not be able to 

provide valid information especially for the economic sector (NACE3D). The labelling of the sector 

is too burdensome and right terms by respondents are missing. In contrast, to specify the 

profession (ISCO4D) is rather feasible, but leads to thousands of non-classified, open-textfield 

professions, which is also less desirable and helpful. These two questions profoundly benefited 

from an interviewer for classification directly during data entry. Transferring from interviewer-led 

to self-completion, especially for questions requiring such specific information requires more in-

depth guidance than is currently on offer and greater consideration needs to be given to the 

quality of information collected via electronic data collection.  

 

 Providing the profession in own words is feasible. However, a dynamic data-base-look-up 

system for the respondents is needed to use IT features to full capacity. This is for the 

time being in none of the countries reality. Further research is needed. 

 Questions on the economic sector are cognitively very demanding and guided look-up 

data base is recommended, but barely developed so far. FI invested research on the 

possibility of using employer names, but that requires a huge data base on business 

registers. Thus further research is needed. 

 Generally, even though some countries already use look-up data bases developed for 

CATI or CAPI interviews, it is questionable if this feature can be easy applied by 

respondents, since CATI interviewers and CAWI respondents are very different kind of 

users.  

3.2.7 SEEKWORK/SEEKDUR/AVAILABLE/REGISTER 

LFS variable Definition of variable 

SEEKWORK Seeking employment during previous four weeks 

 
1   Person has already found a job which will start within a period of at most 3 

months 
2  Person has already found a job which will start in more than 3 months 
3   Person is not seeking employment and has not found any job to start later 
4   Person is seeking employment 
9   Not applicable (WSTATOR = 1, 2 or 9 and SIGNISAL ≠ 3) or Age equal or 

greater than 75) 
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LFS variable Definition of variable 

SEEKDUR 
Duration of search for employment (SEEKWORK =1,4 or LOOKOJ=1) 

 
0   Search not yet started 
1   Less than 1 month 
2   1-2 months 
3   3-5 months 
4   6-11 months 
5   12-17 months 
6   18-23 months 
7   24-47 months 
8   4 years or longer 
9  Not applicable (WSTATOR=9 or SEEKWORK=03-10, 12 or 

LOOKOJ=0,blank) 
blank  No answer 

LFS variable Definition of variable 
AVAILABLE 

 

Availability to start working within two weeks (SEEKWORK = 1, 4 or WANTWORK= 
1, blank or WISHMORE = 1 or SIGNISAL = 3) 

 

 
If work were found now: 
1  Person could start to work immediately (within 2 weeks) 
2  Person could not start to work immediately (within 2 weeks)f 
9 Not applicable (SEEKWORK ≠ 1 and SEEKWORK ≠ 4 and WANTWORK≠ 1 

and WANTWORK≠ blank and WISHMORE ≠ 1 and SIGNISAL ≠ 3) 
blank  No answer 

LFS variable Definition of variable 
REGISTER 

 

Registration at a public employment office 

 
1 Person is registered at a public employment office and receives benefit 

or assistance 
2  Person is registered at a public employment office but does not receive 

benefit or assistance 
3  Person is not registered at a public employment office but receives 

benefit or assistance 
4  Person is not registered at a public employment office and does not 

receive benefit or assistance 
9  Not applicable (child less than 15 years) 
blank  No answer 

 

The questions on unemployment were evaluated by several countries, but with a focus on 

different variables. The critical aspect of each question may vary between countries, but shade a 

light on the sensitivity of data.  

Purpose 

The questions on seeking work and availability (SEEKWORK & AVAILABLE) are of relevance with 

regard to respondents’ classification as either unemployed or inactive for the general ILOSTAT 
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employment status. Therefore both of these variables are of particular importance.  In contrast, 

being registered as unemployed is a voluntary variable in the LFS and SEEKDUR is not for a 

derived variable, but has its own purpose. 

Problem description and findings 

REGISTER: The variable has been tested by Germany. It is based on official definitions of the 

employment agency in Germany and classifies people as registered by three distinctions:  (1) 

unemployed, (2) seeking, (3) and not registered. Even though in daily life the distinction between 

(1) being unemployed and not having a job, in contrast to (2) seeking but having a job is of 

course familiar, the wording applied in the questionnaire was confusing. This was expressed by 

group (1) also stating that they are seeking a job. 

SEEKWORK: Germany and Finland reported minor problems with the question, whereas the 

Netherlands reveal some problems encountered for those people who are mentally or physically 

incapacitated to carry out a job. The same applies for people who cannot work due to family 

obligations but generally would like to work. Thus, searching for a job might possibly associate 

with some social desirability effects to consider. In addition, especially related to self-employed 

people, respondents scrutinized what is supposed to be a “job” (e.g. being self-employed and 

having several clients might be considered as several jobs). 

SEEKDUR: Finland tested the question and displayed an open textfield for starting date when 

searching for a job, while the LFS guidelines suggest categorising answers by time slots. It turned 

out that to provide exact dates is difficult to do due to problems with retrieving the exact date or 

because of the unclear transition between having the idea of looking for a job and really 

searching for it. 

AVAILABLE: The Netherlands carried out some testing and compared results from CATI/CAPI 

interviews with those from CAWI. While introducing web, the question changed from open text 

fields to closed answering categories. In CAWI, fewer people have been available within two 

weeks. Cognitive interviews revealed that the question was sometimes misunderstood and could 

only be meaningfully answered if there were a real and not a hypothetical job.  

 
Conclusions and recommendations 

AVAILABILITY: This question is crucial in the transcoding of unemployment. The reviews and test 

results in the Netherlands showed that the question has serious comprehension and validity 

problems and might lead to incorrect transcoding of the ILO status on employment and 

unemployment. In case of an interviewer based mode, clarification might eventually lead to a 
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correct and valid answer; in modes without an interviewer this question is problematic. CBS 

suggested a wording along the lines of: Assume you would have been offered a job or work or 

you could start up a business, would you be able to start working within 2 weeks?   

REGISTER: The question is voluntary and not applied in all countries. NSIs using the variable 

should make sure that the presented answering categories are understood correctly by checking 

profoundly wording assessing appropriate explanations. 

 

SEEKWORK & SEEKDUR: It needs to be clarified what is understood by searching for a job. The 

period of search is best presented using timeslots. Seeking a job has the potential to be affected 

by social desirability bias. It generally has to be assumed that such social desirability effects will 

be less strong in self-completion modes. This could lead to measurement differences between 

CAWI and interviewer-assisted modes. 
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