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Conducting reinterviews is an effective method to estimate and reduce response errors in inter-
view surveys. As part of the School Health Policies and Programs Study 2000 (SHPPS), RTI
used reinterview methods to assist in designing and evaluating survey questions. Reinterviews
were conducted in the field test with selected respondents to identify discrepancies between
the original interviews and reinterviews. Reconciliation interviews were then conducted to
determine the reasons for the discrepancies in terms of comprehension, recall, encoding, re-
sponse options, or other problems. In this paper, we describe the design of the reinterview
and reconciliation study and discuss the implications of using these methods for questionnaire
design and evaluation, specifically in comparison to cognitive interviewing.
Keywords: reinterview, reconciliation, questionnaire design

Introduction

Threats to survey data quality can arise through vari-
ous aspects of data collection including respondent selection
rules, interview procedures, and questionnaire design. Nu-
merous pretesting methodologies have been used in survey
research with the goal of increasing the reliability of ques-
tionnaires and reducing measurement error. Some of these
methodologies include expert review, focus groups, behavior
coding, respondent and/or interviewer debriefing, and cog-
nitive interviewing. Cognitive interviewing has become a
common practice in survey research in assisting in the de-
sign and evaluation of survey questionnaires. Cognitive in-
terviewing provides valuable information about how respon-
dents view the question-answer process, access short-term
and long-term memory, and process terminology.

Another less commonly used technique for pretesting
questionnaires is the use of reinterview and reconciliation
methods. A reinterview – replicated measurement on the
same unit – is a new interview where all or a subset of the
questions of the original interview are repeated (Forsman and
Schreiner 1991). Reconciliation is the process where incon-
sistent answers obtained during the original interview and the
reinterview are reconciled with the respondent. This may
only consist of determining which response was the correct
response or it may also include further discussion about the
reasons why the inconsistency occurred. Reinterview and
reconciliation methods can offer a more direct way to inves-
tigate sources of unreliablity in survey questionnaires than

Contact information: Jeremy E. Morton, RTI International, 6110
Executive Boulevard, Suite 902, Rockville, Maryland 20852, USA,
Email: jmorton@rti.org

other common pretesting techniques such as cognitive inter-
viewing. In our current research, we used an application of
this process to identify sources of error for questionnaire de-
sign and evaluation purposes.

The objective of this paper is to present some of the find-
ings of our reinterview and reconciliation procedures con-
ducted as part of the SHPPS 2000 field pretest for the purpose
of documenting the effectiveness of these methodologies for
questionnaire development. First, we highlight previous re-
search that was conducted using similar reinterview methods
and compare reinterview techniques to cognitive testing as
pretesting methodologies. We then describe the design of
the reinterview and reconciliation methods used in this study
and highlight some of the differences between our methods
and previous studies using similar methods. Next, we present
some of the findings of the study including the sources of er-
ror identified by the reconciliation procedures and a few spe-
cific examples of survey questions and reconciliation find-
ings from the study. Finally, we discuss the implications and
utility of using reinterview methods for the evaluation and
refinement of survey questions.

Previous Uses of Reinterview and Reconciliation
Methods

Reinterview methods have been widely used to model
and measure data quality in a variety of surveys (see Fors-
man and Shriner 1991 for overview of methods and purposes;
and Biemer 2004 for an overview of statistical methodol-
ogy). However, very few of studies have used reinterview
and reconciliation methods in combination for the purpose
of questionnaire design and evaluation. In these studies, the
reconciliations of discrepant answers were conducted imme-
diately after the reinterview was completed. The reinterviews
and reconciliations were conducted by field or telephone in-
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terviewers or by interviewer supervisors. In most cases, the
reconciliations were conducted using scripted questions pro-
vided to the reinterviewers.

The goal of Jenkins and Wetzel’s (1994) 1991-92
Teacher Follow-up Survey (TSF) Reinterview and Extensive
Reconciliation study was to identify problematic questions,
identify the source of the problems, and to offer suggestions
for improving the questions. They were able to identify a
few problem questions and make recommendations for ei-
ther improving the questions or for further research. How-
ever, the authors note that the reinterview and reconciliation
study produced very few differences because the reinterview
was not independent from the original interview (original re-
sponses were visible to the interviewers on the reinterview
questionnaire). They recommended using an independent
reinterview followed by an extensive unstructured reconcili-
ation in a third visit.

The objectives of Brick and West’s (1992) National
Household Education Survey (NHES:91) reinterview pro-
gram were to identify unreliable survey items, measure the
response variance for groups of items, and to provide feed-
back for improving questions for future surveys. The authors
state that all three of these objectives were accomplished us-
ing their reinterview methods. Most of the items included in
the reinterview had small to moderate measurement errors.
For the items with high measurement errors, they were able
to identify potential problems associated with those items.

The Medicare Beneficiary Health Status Registry field
test reinterview study (Forsyth et al. 1996) was designed to
evaluate overall data quality and to collect information on
response inconsistencies to evaluate questionnaire features
interfering with data quality. The authors reported a gen-
erally high level of response consistency, but also were able
to identify reasons for discrepancies. The most frequently
occurring reasons for inconsistent responses were problems
with question wording and response options.

Brick and Morganstein’s (1996) NHES:95 study design
differed from the reinterview research described above in that
the interviewers were specially trained to conduct intensive
reinterviews with reconciliation in a conversational mode us-
ing probes to trigger recall and comprehension. The authors
concluded that the intensive reinterview methodology was
effective for detecting biases, and that the ability of the tra-
ditional reinterview reconciliation approach to estimate re-
sponse bias is limited.

The comparison of self and proxy reports may be con-
sidered another method of reinterview. However, the focus
of most studies in this area (e.g., Mingay et al. 1994; Sud-
man et al. 1994) has primarily been to evaluate the qual-
ity of information from proxy reports, rather than to directly
address question development. Nevertheless, it should be
clear that some proportion of the incongruence in self and
proxy response is attributable to the general unreliability of
responses. Therefore, studies in which diverging self and
proxy responses are reconciled as a means for identifying the
problematic questions (e.g., Edwards et al. 1989) bear con-
siderable similarity to the reinterview reconciliation methods
considered in the present study.

Comparison to Cognitive Interview Pretesting

In reinterview reconciliation interviews, question-
answering difficulties are identified with respect to varia-
tions over time for the same respondents (within subjects).
In standard cognitive interviewing, by comparison, question-
answering difficulties are identified with respect to deviations
from the survey author’s intentions, and variations between
subjects in performance feed the interpretative process. This
difference – the source of question answering variation – is
of particular interest in the comparison of the types of errors
and question problems that are identified by the two method-
ologies.

It is widely recognized that different respondents vary in
their understanding of questions and in the answering strate-
gies they employ, but it is perhaps less frequently addressed
in the survey methods research literature that respondents
may understand questions differently and make diverging
judgments to questions on separate occasions over time. De-
spite the common use of reliability measures to evaluate data
quality, few studies have attempted to determine the source
of this type of error (e.g., comprehension or recall problems)
and use this information to direct efforts in questionnaire de-
velopment and refinement. Yet, the large body of research
demonstrating that comprehension and judgment are influ-
enced by what information is most accessible in memory at
a given time (Higgins 1996; Schwarz 1995) strongly implies
that within respondent variation may hold important clues
to weaknesses in question design. To the extent that these
variations are related, for example, to ambiguity of concepts,
uneven reading of complex questions, or the effort of recall
and the use of less than optimal recall strategies, we may
discern the same opportunities to improve question design as
is possible through cognitive interview pretesting.

One of our goals in the present research was to assess
whether the types of errors and their distribution may be
comparative to the errors in cognitive interviewing. Previous
research has documented that cognitive interviewing identi-
fies primarily comprehension and communication problems
with questions in contrasts to other difficulties, such as re-
call errors and logical problems (Willis et al. 1999). One
may question whether this is attributable to the nature of the
method or the nature of survey error. It is conceivable that the
reinterview may be more sensitive to recall difficulties than
standard cognitive interviewing owing to the highly variabil-
ity in individual ability to remember events and facts. At
the same time, there is reason to assume relative consistency
in recall from interview to reinterview based in that recall
on one occasion is associated with enhanced recall in later
attempts (Darley and Murdock 1971; Hogan and Kintsch
1971).

Reinterview and reconciliation procedures also differ
from cognitive interviewing in the context in which the in-
terviews are typically conducted. Cognitive interviews are
usually conducted in laboratory setting by research staff and
the survey is administered in the same sitting as the cogni-
tive interview. In most reinterview studies, including our
own, the survey is administered in a field test setting with
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trained CAPI interviewers. Thus, reinterview reconciliation
procedures have the potential to detect errors resulting from
field interviewer administration whereas standard cognitive
interviewing methods do not.

Finally, we should point out that our reinterview recon-
ciliation procedures were used to evaluate instruments that
had been submitted already to a round of cognitive interview
testing. Our reconciliation method was applied to instru-
ments that had undergone significant refinement. This made
direct comparisons of the two methods in the context of the
SHPPS study somewhat difficult.

Methodology

Background of SHPPS 2000

The School Health Policies and Programs Study 2000
(SHPPS 2000) was a national survey of school health pro-
grams at the state, district, school, and classroom levels. The
study was designed to address five factors: 1) the prevalence
of health risk behaviors among youths, 2) national health ob-
jectives and national education goals, 3) the findings and rec-
ommendations of the Institute of Medicine report, Schools
and Health: Our Nation’s Investment, 4) the need to monitor
the impact of federal funding for Human Immunodeficiency
Virus (HIV) prevention efforts in schools, and 5) the need
to monitor the impact of federal health education efforts in
schools.

Efforts to identify and eliminate threats to data quality
in SHPPS 2000 was especially challenging due to the com-
plex mixture of respondent-types (i.e., from different levels
within the educational infrastructure and from numerous pro-
fessional roles within each level) and components of compre-
hensive school health. Therefore, a Validity and Reliability
Pretesting Team (V/R Team) was assembled to evaluate the
SHPPS 2000 data collection procedures, and provide recom-
mendations for controlling threats to data quality. Pretesting
of the SHPPS 2000 questionnaires and data collection proce-
dures included:
• cognitive interviewing with each questionnaire,
• a field pretest including reinterview data collection

procedures at the school and classroom levels,
• reconciliation of discrepancies between the original in-

terview and reinterviews.

Reinterview Study Design

Between April and June, 1999, a field test of data col-
lection procedures was conducted at schools similar to those
that were eventually selected for the main study. In addition
to a general test of procedures, reinterviews and reconcili-
ation interviews were conducted to examine the reliability
of data from four of the study questionnaires that were ad-
ministered at the school or classroom level: Physical Educa-
tion – School Level, Health Services – School Level, Men-
tal Health and Social Services – School Level, and Health
Education – Classroom Level. The initial school and class-
room interviews and the reinterviews were conducted using

computer-assisted personal interviewing (CAPI) with sam-
ples of school and classroom respondents.

The field pretest was conducted in three geographical re-
gions that were selected based on the variety of school types
(e.g., large public, Catholic, etc.) they contained and their
proximity to RTI facilities. The three regions included the
Chicago, Illinois metropolitan area, Central North Carolina,
including the Raleigh, Durham, Chapel Hill, and Greensboro
areas, and Charles County, Maryland. From within these
areas, nine public school districts, three Catholic dioceses,
and a few private (non-Catholic) schools were selected for
the study. A random sample of schools (including an over-
sampling of elementary and non-public schools) was then
drawn from these school districts which yielded 52 partic-
ipating schools for the field test. Out of the 52 participat-
ing schools, a total of 269 eligible respondents were identi-
fied and interviews were completed with 256 (95 percent) of
them.

All respondents were asked to complete a repeat inter-
view approximately two weeks following the initial inter-
view. The field interviewers completed 242 reinterviews,
which represents 90 percent of the eligible respondents and
95 percent of the initial interview respondents. The reinter-
views were conducting using the same CAPI system and field
interviewers used in the initial interviews. In the vast major-
ity of cases, attempts to have the same interviewer conduct
the interview and reinterview with a given respondent were
successful. Neither the respondents nor interviewers were
explicitly made aware of the answers given by the respon-
dents to the initial interviews.

Reconciliation Interviews

Before field pretest data collection began, a subset of
items from the four questionnaires was selected for the
follow-up reconciliation interviews. The CDC project offi-
cer identified specific items from each of the four question-
naires that merited special evaluation. Some of these items
were selected because they focused on critical aspects of the
component (e.g., the number of hours of physical education
students are required to receive); others were selected be-
cause of concerns about potential data quality issues. Since
the immediately preceding questions are often most influen-
tial context effects (e.g., Schwarz and Bless 1992), we made
certain to include all lead-in questions and other items and
questions immediately preceding the target items.

During the field pretest data collection period, the V/R
Team identified respondents who had provided incongruous
answers to the pre-selected questions during the initial inter-
view and the reinterview. Respondents with a greater number
of discrepancies were targeted for reconciliation interviews.
Within 1 to 2 weeks after the reinterview, the V/R Team tele-
phoned these respondents to reconcile their answers. Rec-
onciliation interviews were conducted with 23 school physi-
cal education respondents, 18 classroom health education re-
spondents, 18 mental health and social services respondents,
and 25 health services respondents.

Survey methodologists from the V/R Team conducted
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the reconciliation interviews. The reconciliation interview
protocol included an introductory script explaining why
these additional interviews were being conducted (emphasiz-
ing that the questions were being evaluated, not the respon-
dents’ answers), the survey questions of interest, and the an-
swers to the original interview and reinterview. For the most
part, the reconciliation was an unstructured discussion using
unscripted and spontaneous probing. We presented the dis-
crepancies to respondents and asked open-ended questions
concerning the reasons why they may have provided diverg-
ing responses. The discrepancies provided a concrete target
of discussion for participants and we considered the need to
script additional directed probe questions prior to the inter-
views to be minimal.

The SHPPS 2000 pretest methods differed from prior
reinterview reconciliation studies in several ways. First,
the reconciliations were separate from the reinterviews and
conducted as a follow-up interview using a different mode
(telephone) than the survey interviews/reinterviews. Second,
field interviewers conducted the original interviews and rein-
terviews while the follow-up reconciliation interviews were
conducted by survey methodologists from the V/R Team.
Third, the reconciliation interviews were conducted using a
protocol but for the most part, the V/R Team conducted the
interviews using unscripted and spontaneous probing. While
the delay in conducting the reconciliation interview posed a
potential cost to respondents recall concerning the source of
the discrepancies, the use of methodologists experienced in
cognitive interviewing techniques offered potentially richer
information on question answering difficulties.

Results of Reconciliation
Interviews

Sources of Response Error

The reconciliation interviews identified several sources
of response error including:
• comprehension problems (e.g., ambiguous terminol-

ogy such as “regular participation,” understanding how
health and physical education can be completely sepa-
rated from one another);
• problems identifying the reference set (e.g., which stu-

dents should be considered while answering the ques-
tions);
• recall problems (e.g., how many hours of training they

had received during a two-year period);
• interviewer keying error (e.g., entering numerical re-

sponses); and
• real change occurred between the initial interview and

the reinterview
We classified the types of the errors identified in the rec-

onciliation interviews according to a scheme that was based
on a typology of question difficulties developed by Conrad
and Blair (1996) to formalize cognitive interviewing results.
Table 1 displays the results of this classification, and the ap-
proximate percentage of discrepancies attributable to differ-
ent sources. We note that for the most part, the reason offered

by respondents for the discrepancy mapped readily into this
schema.

As noted earlier the remaining questions were questions
about the existence of school policies, facilities, types of
staff, and general practices at the school. Our earlier cogni-
tive interviewing, and our experience in the discrepancy in-
terviews suggested that strategies were mixed for answering
policy and practices questions. In some cases, respondents
responded based on the recall of factual knowledge of poli-
cies or practices that seemingly fit the descriptive category;
in other cases, respondents responded based on the recall of
events that apparently fit the descriptive category. In both
cases, respondents frequently deliberated in their judgments
as to whether or not the policy or practice was in place. That
is, these judgments were not always automatic.

With this general description of the question answering
processes in mind, it is perhaps not unexpected that the pre-
ponderance of discrepancies were inclusion/exclusion varia-
tions in comprehending the question. Likewise, the major-
ity of the recall discrepancies identified were “no” responses
in the original interview appearing as “yes” response in the
reinterview when respondents recalled additional classes of
events or factual knowledge in the reinterview that might fit
a policy/practice category. These discrepancies were highly
similar to the inclusion/exclusion comprehension discrepan-
cies but were ascribed by respondents as occurring in recall
rather than as a variation in what the respondent understood
the question to mean.

It is noteworthy that the phenomena of variations
in question comprehension, both inclusion/exclusion dis-
crepancies and concept meaning variations, occurred as a
“within-subjects” effect. Taken in conjunction with reinter-
view consistency rates, which indicate the absolute preva-
lence of the errors, these findings provide evidence of the
dynamic and variable manner in which individual respon-
dents bring to mind and weigh information in understanding
a question.

One concern expressed by Willis et al. (1999), is that
cognitive interviewing may be more sensitive to problems of
comprehension than other problems such as recall, and some
researchers have asserted that cognitive interviewing is pri-
marily a means for evaluating the communication of question
meaning (Gerber and Wellens 1997). In our investigation, the
percentage of comprehension and recall errors identified by
the method mirrored the percentages documented by Willis
et al. (1999) for cognitive interviewing. These findings may
support the idea that the preponderance of comprehension
problems identified in cognitive interviewing are attributable
to the underlying nature of survey measurement. While it is
true that our reconciliations employed some cognitive prob-
ing techniques, the errors themselves were identified directly
in the unreliability of the responses.

About 3% of the errors were attributable to respondents
bringing forth conceptions from prior questions that inter-
fered with and led to misconceptions about the meaning of
the current question. While these types of errors may be
sometimes identified in regular cognitive interviewing (e.g.,
Conrad and Blair 1996), it seems plausible that the technique
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Table 1: Attribution of Error Source from Reconciliation Interviews

Number Percentage
Class Subtype of Errors of Errors

Comprehension

Concept Meaning 97 32%
Reference Period 4 1%
Inclusion/Exclusion 124 41%
Syntactical Overload 1 < 1%

Performance

Lack of Knowledge 5 2%
Recall 25 8%
Context Carry-over 6 2%
Calculation Overload 2 < 1%

Logical
Presupposition 5 2%
Logical Devices 0 0%
Contradiction 0 0%

Other
Administration 9 3%
Real Change 13 4%
Unknown 15 5%

Total 306 100%

of retrospective probing after each question may sometimes
disrupt this phenomena, making more difficult to detect such
errors. We believe this possibility deserves further study.

The reinterview reconciliation method identified some
variations and errors associated with interviewer administra-
tion. In most cases these errors were data entry errors asso-
ciated with marking numerical responses. However, two dis-
crepancies were ascribed by respondents to the use of show
cards. In one case, the respondent indicated that the inter-
view employed the show card in one interview, but did not
in the other and instead requested an open-ended response.
In the other case, the respondent indicated having difficulty
reading the show card while listening to the interview read
the options at the same time. This latter problem is presum-
ably one that may be identified in standard cognitive inter-
viewing, while the prevalence of interview administration er-
rors is clearly not in the scope of such pretesting.

The occurrence of real change is worth considering fur-
ther as well. Approximately 5% of inconsistencies recon-
ciled were due to real change. These occurred primarily in
the measurement of practices, but a few changes occurred
in policy as well. In this particular study, interviews were
conducted during the school year rather than at the end of
the year because of practical concerns about reaching school
staff and teachers during the summer. The reconciliation data
provided some suggestion that this may introduce some mea-
surement error if we assume the objective of the research is
to assess the practices that occurred at any time during the
school year.

Finally, we anecdotally report some occasions in which
respondents remarked that low levels of attention or motiva-
tion played a role in the discrepancies that occurred. One
respondent suggested that all her discrepancies were due to a

lack of motivation. These types of errors are not ever likely
to be detected in cognitive interviewing using recruited par-
ticipant samples, but, of course, there is little to recommend
for remedying them.

Examples of Using Reconciliation Interviews to
Revise Survey Questions

The reinterview and reconciliation study conducted in
the field pretest provided important information on why dis-
crepancies were being found between the original and rein-
terview study. This information was used to either make rec-
ommendations for revisions for the main study or suggest
further research for many of the survey questions. In this
section, we provide the findings for a few specific survey
questions from our study.

During the past 2 years, about how many
hours of staff development have you received
on. . . (FILL LIST OF VARIOUS TOPICS)?

1. 0 hours
2. less than 4 hours
3. 4 or more hours

This question was asked to most of the respondents in
the study. Originally, the response categories were not read
to the respondents and only used by the interviewer to code
the responses. The results from cognitive testing suggested
that respondents would have a difficult time in recalling and
estimating the number of hours they received in staff devel-
opment for the various topics over the last two years. Thus,
for the field pretest, the response options were read to the
respondents to assist in recall and in answering the question.



80 JEREMY E. MORTON, PAUL A. MULLIN AND PAUL P. BIEMER

The congruence rates (congruence was defined as exact
agreement between the original and reinterview responses)
obtained for this question from the reinterview study ranged
from .60 to .78 depending on the type of questionnaire. The
reconciliation interviews suggested that two issues were con-
tributing to the discrepancies: 1) respondents were having
difficulty recalling the number of hours in the two year ref-
erence period and their answers were inconsistent, even with
the addition of the response categories, 2) respondents were
having difficulty determining the number of staff develop-
ment hours for specific topics that were taught in training ses-
sions that covered numerous topics. For example, a respon-
dent might have received staff development in a substance
use prevention class which covered multiple topics such as
tobacco use, alcohol use, and other drug use prevention and
it might be difficult to discern how much time was spent
on each topic. Based on these findings, the question was
changed to a simple yes/no item for the main study: “Dur-
ing the past 2 years, did you receive any staff development
on. . . ?” The goal was to reduce the amount of burden placed
on the respondents in having to recall information about staff
development in the past two years. This question provides
an example where information obtained from the reinterview
study was used to modify questions that were previously re-
vised based on cognitive testing results.

Is parent or guardian consent dependent
upon. . .

1. the type of (health service/mental health or
social service) or problem,

2. the student’s age,
3. both the type of (health service/mental

health or social service) or problem and the
student’s age, or

4. something else?

This question was included in the Health Services ques-
tionnaire and in the Mental Health and Social Services ques-
tionnaire. This item was the last in a series of three items,
which asked about consent issues. The three items were cre-
ated from a single item that was decomposed after cognitive
testing. The results from cognitive testing suggested that the
single item was very difficult for the respondents to under-
stand and therefore was split into three separate items.

The congruence rate obtained for this question from the
reinterview study was .50 for Health Services and .70 for the
Mental Health and Social Services. During the reconcilia-
tion interviews, the respondents indicated that they had no
idea what this question was asking. They picked response
option 3 in the original interview in order to be inclusive, but
then selected something else in the reinterview. The question
was very unclear and might not have been a logical exten-
sion of the preceding two questions. The recommendations
for improvements included revising the question because the
concept was not being understood properly, adding a lead-in
statement to help clarify the question, and revising the pre-
vious two items on consent. Because a major overhaul was
suggested for these three items, these items were dropped for

the main study in both questionnaires. This question pro-
vides an example where revisions based on cognitive test-
ing were evaluated in “real” interview settings. The concepts
that were trying to be assessed proved to be too difficult to
measure in this particular survey.

Overall, how many hours of physical educa-
tion are (FILL GRADES) from your school
required to take?

HOURS

This question was included in the Physical Education
School questionnaire. The congruence rate obtained for this
question from the reinterview study was .35. The findings
from the reconciliation interviews showed that while a cou-
ple of sources of discrepancy were based on comprehen-
sion and recall problems, the majority of discrepancies were
because of interviewer error. Numerous respondents com-
mented that the interviewer must have keyed in the answer
incorrectly as the respondents were confident they had pro-
vided the correct answer for both interviews. Perhaps the
errors were a result of how the CAPI screen was set-up or
something to do with the computer functions for this ques-
tion. The reasons for these interviewer errors were unknown
but this issue could not be ignored because of the frequency
of the respondents’ comments. The general recommendation
was to provide additional interviewer training on this ques-
tion. This item provides an example where interviewer errors
were the cause of the majority of discrepancies in the rein-
terview study. These types of problems would not be found
during cognitive interviewing and probably would not be no-
ticed in a regular field pretest.

Discussion
A substantial number of questions were included in the

reinterviews to preserve the continuity of the interview, but
were not addressed in the reconciliations. We attempted a
heuristic evaluation and recommendations for revision for
such items having relatively low reliability. Our experience
was that these evaluations were highly speculative, especially
without obvious types of question problems inherent in an in-
strument that has not previously undergone cognitive testing
and refinement. The reconciliation interviews offered a clear
advantage in determining the types of problems that will oc-
cur for questions found to have unacceptable levels of relia-
bility.

The reinterview and reconciliation methods used in this
study were effective in assessing overall data quality, iden-
tifying problematic questions, and identifying the reasons
why the questions were problematic for respondents. The
methods were a valuable resource in further evaluating the
findings and recommendations based on the cognitive testing
results. Our results and our experience with the reinterview
reconciliation method suggest that it detects a similar distri-
bution of problems in question design to the errors yielded by
standard cognitive interviewing. However, our reinterview
methods were successful in discovering problems not found
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in cognitive testing (e.g., potential interviewer errors). The
reinterview and reconciliation study offers a questionnaire
design method that tests survey questions in a real life inter-
view setting. While cognitive laboratory interviewing meth-
ods are known to provide important information for ques-
tionnaire designers, the artificial context and setting of the
cognitive interview may have some drawbacks. For exam-
ple, during our reconciliation interviews a respondent moti-
vation issue was uncovered as a source of inconsistent an-
swers, especially for items that involved difficult recall tasks.
Some of the reconciliation respondents stated they did not
try very hard to remember the exact answers and therefore
provided very rough estimates which is what led to the dif-
ferent answers in the original and reinterview. During a cog-
nitive interview, one can expect that participants would be
motivated to concentrate during the interview and to provide
as accurate answers as possible because 1) distractions from
real interview settings are eliminated, 2) participants want
to participate as they most likely responded to an advertise-
ment, and 3) participants are usually provided an incentive to
participate.

In addition, we identify two other drawbacks to cogni-
tive interviewing: 1) potential “problem” areas that are found
during cognitive testing may not necessarily lead to incon-
sistent responses, and 2) because of the typical small sample
sizes (9-10 participants) used in cognitive testing, problems
that are identified during the testing may not occur in a high
frequency in the actual survey. We believe reinterview and
reconciliation methods offer other advantages over cognitive
interviewing because of these drawbacks. Reinterview and
reconciliation methods identify only the problems that lead
to inconsistent answers and can target those items with the
highest frequency of inconsistencies.

The utility of the reinterview and reconciliation meth-
ods may be limited when conducted as part of a field test
with limited time and resources. It is important that ample
time and budget be allotted between the pretest and main
study in order to implement the reinterview procedures and
incorporate the findings. Another conceivable instantiation
of the reinterview and reconciliation method would involve
conducting the procedures at an earlier stage of question-
naire development without using professional interviewers
and a computerized instrument. For example, methodology
research staff might administer a paper version of the sur-
vey questions, and then several weeks later conduct a rein-
terview and then reconcile discrepancies afterwards. There
are several obvious practical concerns with this version of the
method in comparison to standard cognitive interviewing: a)
the additional burden and cost of two laboratory sessions, and
b) the need to have large numbers of participants to produce
a sufficient yield of inconsistencies in response. The latter
is clearly a potential obstacle to the use of the technique,
although both concerns might be mitigated to a degree by
conducting the procedures on the telephone.

Conducted as part of a field test, reinterview and recon-
ciliation methods are not likely to replace other evaluation
techniques (such as cognitive interviewing) in questionnaire
development, but it can be effective for final questionnaire

refinement. It may also serve as an evaluation of the findings
and revisions from earlier cognitive testing. In addition, the
results are potentially useful to the analysis and interpretation
of the data for reporting. The need to make whatever refine-
ments to a questionnaire are feasibly completed between a
field test and main study need to be weighed with the signifi-
cant costs of the procedures in time and money, and the extra
burden on respondents and field staff. In contrast, we believe
that the rich information provided by reinterview and recon-
ciliation methods applied in a field pretest or main study may
substantially benefit future administrations of continuous or
repeated survey studies.
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