Interviewer effects and the reliability of retrospective event histories within
the German Generations and Gender Survey

Extended abstract

Almost all European countries are characterized by an ageing society, low birth rates,
considerable childlessness and changing family and partnership structures. Against this
background the Population Activities Unit (PAU) within the United Nations Economic
Commission for Europe (UNECE) has conceptualized the Generations and Gender Survey
(GGS) as one pillar of the Generations and Gender Programme (GGP). Its main objective is to
initiate analyses with particular attention given to relationships between children and parents
(generations) and relationships between partners (gender) in order to contribute to the
understanding of the determinants of demographic choices at the individual level, thereby
achieving a better understanding of the causal mechanisms that underlie demographic change.

There is wide agreement among social scientists that a better understanding of demographic
behaviour — especially of family formation — is based on the life-course approach (for an
overview on life-course research, see e.g. (Elder Jr. 2009; Mayer 2009). Under this approach,
one looks at family and fertility behaviour as processes that evolve interdependently with each
other and with other processes in an individual’s life course. Also cultural frames as well as
institutional and structural settings play an important role in life-course research by relating
micro-, macro- and meso-levels of analysis (Vikat, et al. 2007: 394). There are two main ways
to undertake life-course research. One possibility is a prospective approach, which implicates
a panel design of the survey and the inclusion of questions about expectations and intentions
in the questionnaire. The other possibility is asking retrospective questions to cover a period
of an individual’s lifetime (Blossfeld, Huinink 2001: 10f.). The first wave questionnaire of the
GGS collects retrospective information on partnerships, fertility, the parental home, and
home-leaving.

The importance of collecting retrospective data that cover a long period of an individual’s life
is counterbalanced by questions about the quality and reliability of such data. Despite the
crucial importance of the accuracy of such data for demographic research and policy decision-
making, there have been few recent evaluations of the quality of fertility or partnership
histories in developed countries. “Landmark™ events like the birth of children or marriage are
commonly regarded as reliable memories and therefore are assumed to be applicable
retrospectively without much decrement in data quality (Swicegood et al. 1984; Wu et al.
2001; Hayford, Morgan 2008). However, more recent studies suggest that even fertility
information derived from survey data might be subject to various types of distortions (Murphy
2009).

An inevitable difficulty in the validation of retrospective data is the availability of an
objective source of information against which to compare survey responses. One possibility to
validate retrospective information is the comparison with data which has been produced over
life time like diary entries. If surveys containing identical retrospective questions are repeated,
it is also possible to compare experiences of different cohorts (von Babka Gostomski,
Hartmann 1997: 131). Another possibility is to compare reports from retrospective and panel
observations on the same individuals (Peters 1988; Teitler et al. 2006). If events in life-course
are generating a certain state like being childless or being without a partner, then it is also
possible to validate this information on an aggregate level with official statistics.

The possibilities for extensive validation of the fertility and union formation histories in the
German GGS were quite limited, due to the lack of comparable surveys or vital statistics. This



has changed in 2008 when for the first time the German microcensus contains questions on
childlessness and the total number of children of women (Statistisches Bundesamt 2009;
Potzsch 2010). This now allows comparisons on this important part of the German GGS.
Recent research on this basis shows various types of distortions: Fertility of the older GGS-
cohorts is too low, while it is too high for the younger cohorts. For the transition to
partnership there is a similar bias with a too low share of married women in the older cohorts
(Kreyenfeld et al. 2010; Kreyenfeld et al. 2011).

Based on these initial research results this paper addresses three issues: First, the
identification of the main distortions in the fertility history and in marital status and the
identification of the most affected groups by making further differential analyses. Second, the
paper provides possible reasons for this bias particularly with regard to the quality and
reliability of retrospective data. As a third issue this paper discusses possible solutions for
further handling of the German GGS.

For the validation of the fertility histories and marital status in the German GGS the paper
focuses on three possible sources of distortions: the sampling procedure, the instrument and
the interview situation. In Germany two GGS-samples have been realized by using different
sample designs: the basic survey of German speaking population by using a random route
design, a second supplementary survey of Turkish nationals living in Germany by using a
multi-stage sampling procedure based on the foreigner and population register. It is therefore
possible to analyse the effects of different sampling methods on the bias in fertility histories
and marital status.

Especially the retrospective part seems to have been too difficult for some of the respondents
or interviewers. The paper therefore addresses the question if information based on fertility
history and marital status is entirely or only partly distorted. Differential analyses show that in
cases in which the existence of children or partners has been mentioned, the results are more
or less in line with the results of the micro-census 2008, see e.g. the results of the parity
distribution of live births by birth years (Naderi et al. 2009: 16, Sauer et al. 2012). Our basic
hypothesis is that one of the main reasons for the problems of the German GGS is in the
interaction of interviewer and respondent (and vice versa). On the one hand this includes the
reaction to difficult questions. Respondents as well as interviewers might have decided to skip
difficult parts of the questionnaire by refusing an answer or by answering “no”. These refusals
and invalid answers again might have been wrongly coded as “no non-residential children” or
“no former partner, at any time”. There are two hints which are in line with the presumption
of wrong coding. In the German GGS there are nearly no refusals and invalid answers in the
household grid and the module on non-residential children, while in the other GGS-countries
the share of this item non-response is notably higher. Furthermore, in some cases in which no
children or no partner are coded in the fertility and partner history, suddenly children or
partners have been mentioned in some other modules of the questionnaire (e.g. health or
support in the household). Furthermore in the fertility history a sort of ,,memory gap*“ can be
found, as respondents answer that they have children outside the household, but the questions
concerning these children haven’t been answered (Sauer et al. 2012). On the other hand in any
survey in which data emerge from the interaction between interviewer and respondent there is
a risk of falsification by interviewers which could result in the contamination of the data.
Several factors may affect the prevalence of interviewer falsification: design factors relating
mainly to questionnaire characteristics like length, complexity and difficult questions,
organizational factors like inadequate remuneration and training of the interviewers as well as
external factors like bad weather or bad neighbourhood (Crespi 1945; Schrépler, Wagner
2003; Groves et al. 2009).

In the German GGS the interviewers work on a free-lance basis. This means they were paid
per completed interview (regardless of the length of the interview) plus compensation for



travel expenses. In order to save time this could lead in some cases to the incentive to miscode
the answers to questions to avoid follow-up questions. Several tests have been performed to
investigate this problem further (Sauer et al. 2012). In order to check this item non-response
problem on the part of the interviewers this paper shows the results of an extensive
interviewer control taking into account several kind of “learning effects” to shorten parts of
the interview.

Taken as a whole our findings contribute to the knowledge and understanding of the problems
and challenges of retrospective data on event histories in the German GGS with particular
attention given to the interaction between interviewer and respondent. These results are used
to provide recommendations for further handling with the GGS.
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