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Current Issues in Household Suwey 
Nonresponse at Statistics Canada 

LARRY SWAIN AND DA VID DOLSON 

Abstract: A variety of current and recent initiatives and studies related to unit 
nonresponse for both cross-sectional und longitudinal household surveys at Statistics 
Canada is presented. Surveys discussed include the Labour Force Survey (LFS), 
supplementary und longitudinal surveys based on the LFS frame, the General Social 
Survey, und several household surveys carried out as special surveys. Factors injluencing 
response und initiatives t abn  to maintain and maximize response are then reviewed. The 
next sections present adjustment techniques und a Summary of the major themes 
discussed in the paper. 

Keywords: response rates, maintaining und maximizing response, nonresponse 
adjustment 

1 Introduction 

Despite the best efforts of survey managers and operations staff to maximize response, 
some degree of nonresponse is virtually certain to occur in household surveys. 
Nonresponse has two effects on survey data: one contributing to an increase in the 
sampling variance of estimates as the effective sample size is reduced from that originally 
sought; the other contributing to bias of estimates if nonrespondents differ from 
respondents in the characteristics measured. Survey budgets and potential nonresponse 
bias influence the decisions made about the degree of nonresponse that is tolerable and 
the depth of research into adjustments to survey data that compensate for nonresponse. 
Nonresponse is monitored for feedback to survey staff for immediate and future action 
and is reported to Users of the survey data as Part of the overall considerations of data 
quality. 

This paper is intended to take stock of recent and current events in household survey 
nonresponse at Statistics Canada in order to determine underlying themes.. It. is not- 
intended to.be -a complete overview of'all activities but is to be topical. The emphasis is 
on unit nonresponse, and not item nonresponse. This paper is an abbreviated version of 
that presented at the workshop and of the slightly modified version of the workshop paper 
noted below in the references. In the longer version, a more extensive overview of the 
various household surveys at Statistics Canada and their response rates is presented, along 
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with an examination of monitoring and reporting of nonresponse, remarks on Statistics 
Canada's nonresponse databases and nonresponse standards, and an extensive list of 
references. 

2 Maintaining and maximizing response 

2.1 Factors influencing response 

Like many national statistical agencies, Statistics Canada conducts a wide variety of 
household surveys. Some are Part of the regular ongoing program while others conducted 
on an occasional or one-time basis are known as special surveys. The major example in 
the former group is the Canadian Labour Force Survey (LFS) which achieves response 
rates of about 95%. Supplemental surveys can be annexed to the LFS. Such surveys 
include the Family Expenditure Survey with response at about 70% to 80% and the 
Survey of Consumer Finances (75% to 82%). Longitudinal surveys drawn from the LFS 
frame have achieved longitudinal response rates in their second wave of 91 % to 94%. The 
General Social Survey, a telephone survey implemented using random digit dialling 
techniques, achieves response rates generally between 80% and 85%. Most speciai survey 
supplements to the LFS have response rates in excess of 85% while under normal 
circumstances, response rates for other special surveys are 70% or more. 

Within available budgets and time frames, survey managers strive to maintain or improve 
response rates as much as possible. There are, however, many factors which influence 
response to a particular survey. The survey budget, the importance of the survey to the 
Users and to the respondents, the relative priorities of the allocation of budget to the 
various survey operations, the content of the survey, the survey population, the method of 
collection, the season and time of collection, the length and complexity of the survey 
questionnaire, the degree of follow-up and field quality assurance all play important roles 
in the response to a survey. Major factors on which Statistics Canada has recently exerted 
special efforts are presented below and include language of the questionnaire; the cultural 
background of the respondent; the tracing of respondents who have moved; the use of 
technology; the occurrence of survey redesign; concerns of privacy; respondent burden; 
the communications strategy; several factors related to the interviewers themselves such 
as training, experience, interpersonal skills, rapport building and turnover; various aspects 
related to collection:.and .h~enti.ves to respondents. 
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2.2 Language and culture 

Canadian society has been changing significantly over the most recent several years. 
Canada has always been a country to which many immigrants have come. However, more 
and more immigrants to Canada speak neither official language well on their arrival to the 
country, making their response to surveys difficult at best unless suitable interviewers are 
available. Many come from repressive regimes where governments and their agencies are 
not well trusted and so are often very reluctant respondents. This has given rise to many 
new challenges to collection staff, particularly in the large cities in which many 
immigrants settle. Collection managers need to ensure they have interviewers available 
who can communicate in languages other than French and English. Interviewers need to 
be equipped to understand the concerns of recent immigrants and to persuade their 
response to our surveys. 

A recent pilot test of a longitudinal survey of immigrants to Canada specifically targeted 
this population. A sample of immigrants, initially identified upon landing in Canada, was 
later followed up for administration of the survey questionnaire. Questionnaires and other 
materials were prepared in a number of other languages like Cantonese, Mandarin, 
Punjabi and Spanish. Interviewer training included a module on cultural sensitivity. 
Interviewer assignments were constructed so as to match interviewer language abilities to 
those of respondents. These actions as well as a careful communications strategy helped 
make.a big difference in the success of the test. 

Part of a recent test of redesigned collection procedures for the International Travel 
Survey (ITS) included the use of questionnaires in Japanese and the use of Japanese 
speaking interviewers. Results are currently being analysed. In addition to the two official 
languages, questionnaires for the National Population Health Survey have been translated 
into Spanish, Portuguese, Chinese, Punjabee and Italian to try to reduce non-interviews 
because of language problems. When administered on paper, the Labour Force Survey 
questionnaire was available in several languages; now with conversion of the LFS 
questionnaire to computer-assisted interviewing, questions are available in paper form in 
many languages. 

2.3 Tracing 

Tracing is. an integral' Part of maintaining response for longitudinal surveys and various 
means are used by the eight Statistics Canada regional offices to find the longitudinal 
respondents who have moved. These include using the contact information provided 
earlier by the respondent and, where received, the change of address card sent by a 
respondent who moved; contacting the former household in cases where only the 
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respondent has moved; contacting the postmaster in small communities; searching 
commerciai CD-ROMS containing names, addresses, postal codes and telephone numbers; 
using telephone directories; contacting neighbours or apartment superintendents for a 
forwarding .address;.searching for relatives with the Same last name and .postai.code; 
contacting-municipal city hall lax departments to determine the owner of the building the 
respondent lived in before moving; using city directories, telephone directory assistance 
and the internet. Interviewers and regional office tracers have demonstrated initiative and 
thoroughness in trying to find respondents. On occasion, they have used resources such as 
alurnni associations of universities, government employee telephone books, the 
Association for New Canadians, local pharmacies in small towns, the respondent's last 
employer, real estate agents, military base commanders, local utility companies and local 
schools. 

More specifically, for the National Population Health Survey (NPHS), the Survey of 
Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) and the National Longitudinal Survey of Children 
and Youth (NLSCY), one or two supplementary contact names were obtained to aid in 
tracing. For the NPHS, however, one contact was for the longitudinal respondent and the 
other for the overall household. For SLID, the contact had to be from outside the 
household. In addition for NPHS, a summer student worked at head office after .the 
second wave to try to find hitherto untraced respondents for the next wave of collection. 
Also at head office, for each of NPHS, SLID and NLSCY, a coordinated record linkage 
was done with income tax files to trace address and telephone number changes. For 
NPHS, an additional linkage with mortality files helped determine those respondents who 
had died. 

For all these longitudinal surveys, in addition to tracing initiated by the interviewers 
themselves, tracing teams were set up temporarily in Statistics Canada's regional offices 
in response to the needs of the longitudinal surveys. There are, however, no standard 
procedures for the tracers to follow. Although tracing techniques are similar from survey 
to survey, they do differ by regional office. In order to identify the effectiveness of current 
techniques and resources and to improve those procedures, the current use of resources 
for tracing is being evaluated and standards for tracing are being developed for Statistics 
Canada's regional offices. Although efforts are being made to improve tracing, there has 
been good success to date: for the second wave of the NPHS, the proportion of 
longitudinal respondents .that--were unable - to .be traced -was only 1.7%; for the second 
wave of the NLSCY, preliminary data indicate a sirnilar rate. 

Clearly, tracing is important not only for longitudinal surveys but also for other surveys 
such as those based on aging list frames or surveys in which previously contacted persons 
or households are contacted a second time. An example of both of these is the Survey of 
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1995 Graduates conducted in spring 1997. The contact information received from 
registrars was, on average, two years out of date. Even before sending out the sample to 
regional offices for data collection, some initial tracing was done at head office t o  
minimize that which would be necessary for interviewers. There was about a twelve 
percent loss due to tracing failure. Since it is plannebto~contact respondents again in 
about two years, additional contact information was collected during the interview. 
Previous Follow-up of Graduates surveys have had tracing losses of about ten percent. 

2.4 Technology 

Technology also plays a role in response. When the Labour Force Survey (LFS) was 
converted from a paper questionnaire to the use of computer-assisted interviewing (CAI) 
in late 1993, technical problems created a new category of nonresponse. This category 
replaced one which had earlier represented questionnaires received too late for processing 
because of postal problems. Technical problems occurred primarily in the transmission of 
data from the interviewer's laptop computer to the regional office because of situations 
such as hard disk crash, insufficient memory allocation, excessive heat, power outages or 
telephone troubles. In most cases specific problems were resolved for the next month but 
with very tight release deadlines for LFS data, were unable to be done in time for the 
current month. Although initially reaching highs of 1.7% as a component of nonresponse, 
technical problems are now well under control as the- experience with CA1 increased. 
Familiarity of interviewers with the hardware and software, software updates and a 
strearnlined communication process between interviewers and technical support staff have 
also contributed to the virtual non-existence of nonresponse resulting from technical 
problems. Although initially the LFS managers had been concerned about a possible 
increase in refusal rates because of the presence of a notebook computer at the first 
interview, no increase was detected. 

Other technical innovations are also taking place. The regional offices are initiating a 
complete revamp of their case management software used for the LFS, its supplements, 
and other surveys. The current case management System was first put in place in 1993. 
From a Systems development perspective, it needs replacing because the combination of 
its design limitations and the various patches and updates so far make further 
development very difficult. From a User perspective, the.system needs to be more robust. 
It needs to provide easy and reliable movement of workloads between interviewers 
working via CATI and CAPI at possibly widely distant geographic locations. It needs to 
provide much improved management information especially for supplements to the LFS. 
Its call scheduling capability may be upgraded as well. These improvements are scheduled 
for implementation by summer 1999. 
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Improvements have also been made to call scheduling methods for telephone surveys 
conducted at the centralized telephone survey facility. This has facilitated a more effective 
use of interviewing capacity and resulted in higher response rates. This was first done for 
the Sun Exposure Survey, .a. recent. random digit dialling survey. The status (probably 
residential, probably business, unknown) of sampled telephone numbers was used for the 
scheduling of call attempts throughout the first several days of the interviewing period. 
Residential numbers were called between 16:30 and 21:00, business numbers between 
09:OO and 16:00, and unknown status numbers between 09:OO and 18:W respondent's 
local time. Calls were made at the time of day when it was felt that contact was most 
likely to be made. Collection managers and interviewers were very happy with this 
change. Managers were well able to assess Progress much earlier in the collection period 
because a higher proportion of the sample had been called at least once and because more 
of the sample had been resolved (i.e., determined to be not working, business, respondent, 
etc.). Interviewers' time was being used much more effectively. 

In the future, there are plans to put in place more sophisticated call scheduling features 
taking account of the call history of sampled telephone numbers. 

Telephone technology available to residential Users has made significant advances in 
recent years. Not only are telephone answering machines becorning more and more 
common, but also features such as voice mail. systems, call display, call blocking, and call 
forwarding have become available to consumers. Research has shown that the use of 
answering machines for screening of calls did not appear to be widespread. Later research 
found,.that even though about 40% of households with answering machines screened at 
least most of the time, this did not necessarily translate into a major problem for refusals 
and those unable to be contacted. Statistics Canada has not formally studied the issue. 
However, anecdotally, these telephone technologies are not yet presenting a major 
problem. Collection staff have put in place special procedures to deal with them and good 
response rates are being maintained. (Many respondents even retum messages left by 
interviewers on their answering machines!) 

2.5 Redesign 

The phase-in of a new LFS sample resulting from a redesign of the sampling plan resulted 
in temporary increases..in-nonresponse. The new design allocated a greater proportion of 
the sample to urban areas which generally have a higher nonresponse rate than rural areas. 
In addition, some of the new sample's assignments were given to new interviewers who 
typically have higher nonresponse rates than more experienced interviewers. 
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As a last step in the survey redesign, the LFS questionnaire and data processing Systems. 
were overhauled. Phase-in of the new questionnaire took place between September 1996 
and January 1997; in general the new questionnaire was applied to each new rotation. 
group as it entered the survey for the first time so that by Febmary 1997, all six rotation 
groups were receiving the new questionnaire. Comparisons- during the phase-in period 
indicated that the national nonresponse rates for the new questionnaire were higher than 
for the old questionnaire. However, after accounting for the birth rotation group being the 
group most subject to nonresponse, no discemible differences in response rates could be 
attributed to the introduction of the questionnaire per Se. It had originally been 
hypothesized that a new question on workers' earnings would have an effect on 
household nonresponse. 

2.6 Privacy 

Increasingly, Canadian society has become sensitive regarding personal security, privacy 
and confidentiality matters. As well, there appears to be much more household survey 
taking activity in Canada than formerly, not only by Statistics Canada (e.g., major new 
longitudinal surveys and a much increased volume of surveys for clients on a cost 
recovery basis) but also by private sector polling firms. Further, telemarketing is an ever 
present and growing irritant to the population. These factors have combined to make 
respondents less tmsting of telephone inquiries, and make it more difficult for 
interviewen to convince that they are conducting legitimate survey research. 

A recent example illustrating this phenomenon is a test of a survey on Unregulated Child 
Care Providers, conducted as a supplement to the LFS. In addition to other information, 
each LFS respondent with children was asked if helshe used the services of an 
unregulated child care provider and, if so, to provide the name and telephone number so 
that the care provider could also be contacted. The response rate by parents to the 
screening questions was an excellent 92%. However, of those, only 64% would give the 
provider contact information. Finally, only 62% of the providers identified would 
respond. These lower response rates are likely indicative of respondents' concems 
regarding privacy and confidentiality in this situation. 

A related issue is that of data sharing. Canada's Statistics Act requires that Statistics 
Canada protect the ~onfidentiality~of its respondents' data. Normally, a master data file 
with complete detail is prepared for each survey; such files will often.contain data that 
could facilitate identification of individual respondents. In addition, a public use micro 
data file is also prepared in which appropriate actions have been taken so that individual 
respondents cannot be identified. Occasionally, respondents are asked to sign an 
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agreement that their detailed data be shared with specified third parties (usually survey 
clients) who in turn are then bound by the requirements of the Statistics Act. Typically 
about ten percent of respondents will refuse to agree. But when interviewers are well 
prepared and.wheredhe.su~vey~plans provide for the necessary effort, this can be reduced 
to one or two percent. 

2.7 Respondent burden 

The supplementary survey capacity of the LFS provides a microcosm of the increased 
household survey taking in Canada. This facility has been available for many years now 
and offers clients access to all the data collected for the LFS itself and use of the LFS 
infrastructure including its collection staff. This supplemental capacity has been very 
popular both for intemal and extemal clients who have realized the substantial cost and 
.quality benefits as compared to independent surveys. 

The LFS infrastructure is also used in two other manners. Households which have rotated 
out of the LFS sample can be used as sample for other surveys for which active LFS 
households are not available on a sufficiently timely basis or which are considered too 
burdensome or too sensitive to be conducted on households still in the LFS sample. Two- 
phase methods can be applied for both supplements and for surveys of rotate-outs to 
target a wide variety of subpopulations. Secondly, the LFS frame can be used for 
selection of independent samples. In both cases the LFS design, its processing systems, 
and usually its interviewers are used. 

Surveys on rotate-outs realize the benefit of being warm contacts. However, in cases 
where the sampling unit is the household or a Person in the household rather than the 
dwelling (and the people who happen to be living there), some reduction in response rate 
is typically observed due to tracing losses related to moving of respondents. This 
reduction is less severe than what might otherwise be, since telephone numbers are 
available on these rotate-outs from the LFS collection. Surveys based on independent 
samples are of Course cold contacts and more effort is required to obtain similar levels of 
response. 

This supplementary capacity is now being used much more heavily than before. Years 
ago, the LFS would have a supplemental survey in .most months; now it is every month. 
In some months, respondents may receive two or three (smaller) supplements. Compared 
to the past, rotate-outs are being used for surveys more often and sooner after completion 
of their six month time in the LFS sample. (Rotate-outs used to be given at least about a 
six month rest before any subsequent use.) These factors are contributing to respondent 
fatigue and resistance as well as to demands on the interviewing staff. 
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In addition, there are societal factors that may be contributing to respondents' sensitivity 
to burden. For example, in more Canadian families than ever, both parents are employed. 
There are more single parent families. These factors and others have contributed to a 
common belief that for many Canadians, time has become a scarce commodity, anda that 
consequently it is becoming more and more difficult to convince. respondents:to use their 
scarce time to reply to surveys. 

As well, the nature of the surveys being done has gradually changed over, say, the last 
twenty years. Early in this period, supplemental surveys were typically fairly brief and 
simple - one to two pages. More recently, especially with the advent of Computer assisted 
interviewing (CAI), much longer interviews are being undertaken. Surveys with 
interviews of 30 minutes to an hour are becoming common. They are more complex not 
only in terms of the flows and skips in the instruments - facilitatedby CA1 - but also in 
terms of the concepts being addressed and the detail of information requested. More 
sensitive topics are being covered. Two closely related consequences of these factors have 
a direct impact for nonresponse rates. Both by their length and their complexity, these are 
more burdensome interviews for respondents and they may be less willing to respond to 
such demanding surveys. As well, these surveys are much more demanding of our 
interviewers to understand their requirements and to be able to persuade response to 
sometimes long and difficult interviews. 

A new challenge in recent years has been surveys of children. For example, the Youth 
Smoking Survey interviewed children aged 10 to 19 years conceming their smoking 
habits. The National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY) has 
interviewed children as young as ten and has administered tests to children as young as 
four. In these and other like surveys, special attention is devoted to communications - 
permission must be obtained from parents to interview their children and interview 
materials for children must be developed so that they require suitable levels of literacy. 
For older children, innovative means of eliciting response are needed. 

Managers of supplements to the LFS consistently feel that these challenges have been met 
reasonably well, with only fairly minor deterioration in response rates to the supplements 
and no deterioration in response rates for the LFS. They also note that it has become 
much more difficult than in the past to achieve these results. Survey managers feel that a 
kind of threshold in the use of the supplementary capacity has been reached and that the 
burden cannot be increased- any-more without substantial risk of increasing nonresponse 
and decreasing data quality for the supplements due to respondent resistance, interviewer 
fatigue and possibly to resulting interviewer turnover. There are tradeoffs associated with 
possible solutions such as the selection of an independent sample or the creation of a 
separate interviewer workforce. Further, it is critical that the supplements to the LFS 
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continue not to have any negative impact for LFS data quality. Although there are other 
factors, effective communication with respondents and others including basic interviewer 
training and survey specific training regarding making respondent contact and getting 
their cooperation ,has become-much more important than ever before, not only for LFS 
supplements but for all household surveys. 

2.8 Communications 

Concems about privacy and respondent burden have led survey managers to be far more 
thorough with the communications strategies for their surveys. A number of recent project 
teams have included representatives from Statistics Canada's Communications Division 
to specifically address these concerns. More attention is being paid to ensuring that public 
enquiry officers, collection managers, and interviewers are well informed and prepared to 
respond to questions conceming surveys. Special interest groups related to subject matter 
of surveys are being more often consulted to solicit their support for our surveys. Advance 
letters to respondents are being used more often. Not so long ago, survey managers at 
Statistics Canada rightly tended to believe they could get sufficiently high response rates 
(say 80% or more) without advance letters. 

The Sun Exposure Survey, for the first time at Statistics Canada, used an advance letter in 
the context of a random-digit dialling (RDD) survey. This was done as a test with half the 
sample assigned to the letter group. Statistics Canada's RDD frame is constructed on the 
basis of telephone company billing files, and so sampled telephone numbers .can be 
classified as being probably residential, probably business, or of unknown Status. The 
probably residential numbers in the letter group were matched to a commercially available 
CD-ROM of telephone numbers, names and addresses in Canada. Those having good 
quality matches with complete name and address, including postal code, were sent an 
advance letter shortly before the collection period began. All letters were personalized by 
using the name, and since one respondent per household was to be selected, the recipient 
was encouraged to show the letter to other members of the household. The response rate 
for the telephone numbers to whose matching name and address a letter was sent was 
7595, about nine percentage points higher than for the corresponding probably residential 
numbers (ones with good name and address matches) from the no letter group. The 
difference was due to reduced refusals ..This.improvement is consistent with that observed 
by others. Interviewer debriefing suggests that the letter had the effects of both 
legitimizing the survey in the minds of respondents as well as facilitating better 
performance by interviewers. (Interviewers knew which telephone numbers corresponded 
to households which had been sent an advance letter.) 
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While clearly successful, there are problems to be overcome. A more effective and 
efficient means of finding good quality and up to date names and addresses is needed. 
Although its cost was modest, the CD-ROM telephone directory is based upon published 
telephone directories and hence contains information that is 12 to 18 months out of date. 
As well, a significant impediment was the amount of.manual-wok-.~equi~ed. to resolve 
multiple close matches. A consequence was an 18% non-match rate of telephone numbers 
to the CD-ROM and a further loss of 11% due to post office returns (PORs) so that at 
most 71% of the probably residential numbers in the letter sample actually received a 
letter. As well, it is likely that some of the people sent advance letters no longer had the 
telephone numbers to which the address matched; not all of these would have been PORs. 
So whoever actually had such telephone numbers would never have received (or even 
been sent) an advance letter. 

To motivate their continued cooperation, longitudinal respondents of the National 
Population Health Survey were sent a thank you letter after the first wave of collection 
and were encouraged to send a change of address card to Statistics Canada should they 
move. Later, they were sent an advance letter before the second wave appreciating their 
earlier response and soliciting their participation for the second wave. As well, they were 
given a brochure containing a Summary of the first wave survey results. After the second 
wave, they will be sent a calendar as a reminder of the upcoming third wave. To 
encourage response to the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth, activity 
books for children were provided by interviewers in the first wave of collection. In the 
second wave, interviewers gave out calendars and showed newspaper clippings of 
coverage of the first wave to respondents. For the future third wave, newsletters are being 
considered for both children aged 10 and above and their parents. 

For the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, a newsletter about the survey, 
encouragement to respond and change of address card are sent to respondents before 
collection. After collection, respondents receive a letter of appreciation and a change of 
address card. A great deal of effort is expended in designing respondent material. 
Research through the use of focus groups has led to a distinction by region in the content 
of the material prepared for SLID. Further research addressing the appropriateness, 
content and need for respondent-specific material is being considered for the Assets and 
Debt Survey. In fact, the question of what keeps individuals responding needs exploration 
as the longitudinal surveys age. 

As part of Canada's 1996 Census of Population, a new data collection- methodology, 
dubbed "centralized edit", was tested in a selected geographic area of the country. In 
testing the mail-out of Census questionnaires where possible, it was anticipated that there 
could be a negative impact on the mail return rate owing to the switch from the traditional 
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drop-off of questionnaires to mail-out as a mode of delivery. Thus, the inclusion of a 
mandatory appeal message on the mail-out envelope was exarnined using an 
interpenetrating sample to one-half the households in the Census test. It was found that 
the message, "By law, you must complete and return the enclosed census questionnaire", 
had the effect of an increase of 2.5 .percentage.points.inxthe return rate of questionnaires 
from 80.7% to 83.2%. The increase was similar for both long and short Census 
questionnaires. As well, with the message, questionnaires tended to be completed and 
mailed back earlier although this stabilized after about one week. 

Statistics Canada's Self-Sufficiency Project (SSP) has obtained excellent response rates 
by use of a number of strategies well suited to longitudinal surveys. It is a longitudinal 
study of income assistance (IA) recipients with the goal of assessing the efficacy of the 
offer of a temporary earnings supplement to help recipients make the transition to 
economic self-sufficiency. The sample, selected from provincial IA files, was partitioned 
into control and program groups. Persons in the latter group were offered a temporary 
earnings supplement if they could find a job within a specified length of time after entry 
into the study. After a baseline survey, follow-up waves took place after 18, 36 and 54 
months. Sample intake took place over several months and, consequently, so did 
interviewing for each wave. 

The 36 month follow-up required interviewing of children, parental consent for this, and 
the parent interview. Given the longer and more complex interviewing, an advance letter 
and more in-depth interviewer training were again used. Two other innovations were also 
used. A series of conference calls involving survey managers and interviewers was 
initiated to discuss challenges and techniques to obtain parental consent and child 
participation. This was found to be very helpful. As well, a small incentive of a twelve 
Page activity book was given to each young child in the house at the time of the interview. 
Finally, taking a lesson from SLID, a newsletter will be sent to each study participant two 
to three months prior to contact for the 54 month interview. 

2.9 Interviewers 

Moving now from communications with respondents to that with interviewers, the SSP 
has benefited from the use of a small group of interviewers working only on this survey. 
Their training was . lengthy ;.arid thorough, including special emphasis on obtaining 
informed :.cönii5nt from study participants. This was particularly important since survey 
data'.was to be linked to administrative data from three different sources and then shared 
with a third party involved in the research. Prior to contact for the baseline survey, at 
which the informed consent was obtained, study participants received an advance letter 
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from their provincial Ministry of Social Services explaining why the study was being 
done and its potential benefits. Finally, survey questionnaires were made available in a Set 
of four common non-official languages. These strategies combined to yield a response 
rate of 92%. 

Although the General Social Survey has been conducted in annual cycles, its data 
collection is spread out across all months of the year. Thus like the SSP, it has been able 
to hire a small interviewing staff dedicated to just the one survey. This has helped keep its 
nonresponse rate low and has likely helped reduce other sources of nonsampling error. 

In some cases, collection is done through third parties, usually only when survey 
requirements are such that there really is no other choice. Staff who are not professional 
interviewers sometimes need to be asked to conduct (hopefully brief) interviews or 
distribute questionnaires on behalf of Statistics Canada on top of their regular 
responsibilities. Immediately, there is a perception of reduced importance of the survey, 
particularly if supervising staff do not feel a sense of ownership and interest in the 
research objectives. Without a great deal of special care, results are often less than 
satisfactory. 

A recent pilot test sponsored by the research branch of a federal government department 
required some collection work to be done by the operational staff of another branch of the 
Same department. Persons selected at this Stage would become the sample for a 
longitudinal survey. Realizing the inherent challenge in this, the survey's project team 
took a number of communications initiatives to address it. Managers of the collection 
staff were initially contacted by telephone and sent basic information by mail. On the first 
day of collection, a Statistics Canada representative briefed the collection staff, their 
supervisors, and their managers on the purpose of the survey, the procedures, the 
importance of following them exactly, and other related matters. Each collection officer 
was provided with a copy of the procedures and an explanatory letter from a senior 
manager in the branch. Copies were posted at work stations and in common areas. Despite 
the best intentions, these efforts were still not enough. The sample size ended up being 
much smaller than expected primarily because procedures were frequently not followed 
exactly, to the extent that collection did not take place at all during some shifts or during 
busy periods. In some cases where a Statistics Canada representative obtained permission 
to be present during collection (and this was difficult), procedures were adhered to more 
closely, clearly indicating the desirability of ongoing monitoring by the actual survey 
taking organization. It is vital that such collection activities have the support of the 
collection staff and their managers. 
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Data collection for the large majority of Statistics Canada's surveys is done through its 
network of regional offices spread out across the country. Results are usually excellent. 
These are organizations with long histories in survey taking with very experienced staff 
and an outstanding. culture ,in which doing a top notch job, including minimal 
nonresponse, is an integral part. 

Over the last two or three years, data collection for a number of special surveys has been 
conducted through a new centralized telephone interviewing facility located at head office 
in Ottawa. These have all been conducted via CATI and some have been by RDD. This 
facility has been successful in getting these surveys up and running quickly and at 
reasonable cost, in fact more quickly and more cheaply than would have been the case 
through the regional offices. There are a number of reasons for this and a number of 
consequences that are illuminating. 

As a centralized and smaller organizational unit, the centralized telephone interviewing 
facility is more flexible in its ability to respond rapidly to client needs. Many management 
activities are simplified and logistics of project implementation are easier. Questionnaire 
instruments can be reliably developed more quickly perhaps because the unit has fewer 
surveys active at any given time and hence its programming staff have fewer competing 
priorities. Development of training materials is done more quickly. Implementation of 
interviewer training is certainly easier and cheaper as fewer trainers are needed; in fact, 
the trainer is typically the Same Person who develops the training materials. 

Staffing of interviewer positions, or "CATI clerks" as they are called, has been awkward. 
The volume of interviewing business for this group has not yet been large enough to make 
hiring a permanent interviewing staff viable. Consequently, they have been hired on a 
temporary or term basis. 

The strong culture that exists in the regional offices does not yet exist in this relatively 
new group. This is made difficult also because tumover of CATI clerks has been 
comparatively quick. Thus, they are also a less experienced staff, not as adept at the 
various means used to persuade respondents. For example, two recent RDD surveys, one 
on electronic media usage and another a pilot test of the Sun Exposure Survey, had 
response rates of just under 50%. By contrast, Canada's Alcohol and Other Drug Survey - 
a RDD survey conducted through the regional offices in 1994 - achieved a response rate 
of 76%. 

Further illustration of the point is provided via the subsequent Sun Exposure Survey, also 
conducted by the centralized facility, which got a response rate of 70% after making a 
number of changes including the advance letter test described earlier, a simple change to 
the call scheduler described above and some changes to the training for the CATI clerk 
staff. 
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Most of the staff had previously worked on both the Electronic Media Usage Survey and 
the Sun Exposure pilot test as well as on another survey in the meantime, so they had 
become somewhat more experienced. Their training was upgraded from that used in the 
pilot test. Additional emphasis was placed on basic interviewer skills. A new module on 
refusal avoidance and conversion was developed. Based in part on the interviewers' own 
comments, the background information on the survey, including questions and answers 
useful to reply to respondents' questions and to help persuade them to comply was 
lengthened and made easier to use. These efforts facilitated a decline in the refusal rate 
from 25% in the pilot to 19% (about 13% for those sent an advance letter and about 21% 
for the remainder). This remains high, but further reductions can likely be achieved with a 
still more experienced and better trained staff. 

There are some indications that some nonresponse to interviews done from the central 
location may result from the call coming from Ottawa and not from more local origins. It 
is suspected that public mood does affect respondent relations, especially when the 
relationship is with the federal govemment. 

2.10 Collection 

In order to maximize response to the longitudinal surveys on health (NPHS) and on 
children and youth (NLSCY), a supplementary collection period was added in June of 
1995 in which unresolved cases were addressed. In fact, the NPHS has made this 
additional collection period a permanent feature of the survey and has dubbed it "quarter 
5". Response rates were increased by two percentage points through this follow-up for 
NPHS in each of the 1994 and 1996 surveys with over one-third of all unresolved cases 
being converted to full or partial response. 

One of the reasons for adding the supplementary period resulted from restrictions 
associated with the introduction of CAI. For example, in the first wave of the NPHS core 
sample, collection for each quarter was restricted to a two-week period in one month 
outside the Labour Force Survey collection period. This occurred because unresolved 
cases could not be stored on the laptop Computers for later action. Storage has since been 
made possible and collection has been extended within the quarter and into subsequent 
quarters. The NLSCY carries over unresolved cases into its second period of collection.. 

In.,the.vacatiorr months of July and August, the Labour Force Survey extends its collection 
period with enumeration on Monday and Tuesday of the second week of collection rather 
than on the Sunday. 
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The supplementary buy-in RDD samples for the NPHS were done by independent sets of 
interviewen from the NPHS core sample. Part way through the collection period for these 
buy-ins, revised sample assignments were introduced to help improve response rates for 
harder to reach households. In-earlier collection periods, the month's sample was assigned 
to each interviewer at the beginning of the month. .At,the end.-of the month, ail unresolved 
records-were assigned a final Status code and returned to Head Office. This resulted in 
interviews for easy to contact households being done in the first two-thirds of the month 
with the hardest to reach ones being left to the final third. The revised procedure provided 
for a collection period of two months with the sample being assigned at the start of the 
first month and'around the 23rd of the first month. Efforts were made for the sample sent 
out in the first wave to have a greater likelihood of containing telephone numbers for 
residential addresses. An advantage of this method is that more time is provided to 
contact the harder to reach households. In addition, at the end of the first month, instead 
of working only on the difficult households, a combination of these along with the easy 
ones from the second wave can be worked on at the Same time. 

In the second wave of the NLSCY, parental consent forms to administer tests in the 
child's school and to send questionnaires to the child's teacher and principal were 
incorporated into CA1 as well as maintained on paper. This gave a better control over the 
consent process and thereby improved response through reduction of lost paper forms or 
late amvals. 

In general, the use of CA1 permits a more rigorous and more frequent monitoring of 
msponse rates while field work is underway. Actions can be taken sooner to understand 
and alleviate problems. In fact, target response rates are Set for many surveys and 
knowledge of shortfalls is more immediate with the use of CA1 in both the regional 
offices and head office. 

For SLID, to aid in response, there are two collection periods: one in January for the 
labour portion of the survey as this month immediately follows the reference year for 
questions; the other in May for the income Part as this is immediately after the deadline 
for completion of tax forms. In fact, for the income questions, respondents are asked for 
pennission to have tax records accessed rather than have them complete the May income 
questionnaire. 
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2.1 1 Incen tives 

Although Statistics Canada does not generally offer incentives for survey response, some 
lirnited research has been carried out in a test in the 1990 Farnily Expenditure S U N ~ ~  to 
evaluate the impact of incentives. The Statistics Canada publication "A Portrait of 
Canada*' and a clipboard bearing the Statistics Canada logo'&ere used as incentives to 
part of the sample. The incentive was given at the time of introduction of the interviewer 
and was not conditional on the household's later decision to respond or not. No 
significant effects of the incentives were found nationally although in some cities 
response rates were significantly improved. Of Course, these results apply specifically to 
the two incentives used and do not necessarily generalize. 

More recently, part of a test of redesigned collection procedures for the International 
Travel Survey (ITS) included the use of incentives (poster, travel planning guides, 
interactive CD-ROM). Results are currently being analysed. 

Non-monetary incentives are being considered for the upcoming Assets and Debt Survey. 

2.12 Other related initiatives 

The International Travel Survey (ITS) questionnaires are distributed by Canadian 
Customs officials to returning Canadians and to international visitors for mail-back to 
Statistics Canada. Although the ITS is a survey of individuals but not a household survey, 
it is worth noting some of the efforts underway since the major goal of its current testing 
is to improve response rates. In addition to the testing of Japanese questionnaires, 
Japanese speaking interviewers and incentives already noted, the following are being 
tested or are under consideration for future testing: distribution of questionnaires by 
Statistics Canada, short entry interviews to obtain key variables to examine nonresponse 
bias adjustment methods, questionnaires available in other languages, exit surveys, use of 
administrative data for content or as a sampling frame, and an improved harmonization of 
data with the domestic travel survey. 

2.13 Remarks 

Survey managers are finding it harder and harder to maintain acceptably high response 
rates due to a variety of societal pressures, including a growing collective burden of 
telephone enquiries from telemarketers and survey taking organizations. They are dealing 
with this by putting a premium on varied and effective communications strategies with 
respondents. Communications experts are more often included on project teams. 
Interviewers are being better trained and equipped tob be politely and effectively 
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persuasive. Advance letters are being used more frequently than in the past, including in 
new situations, viz. RDD surveys. 

All of the above discussion leads to an important issue. What level of nonresponse, or 
more generally of data quality, is required .given,. the..survey.,objectives? While it is 
reasonable' for an ongoing survey of national importance such as the LFS to spend the 
budget required to achieve nonresponse rates of five percent - with substantial quality and 
nonresponse dividends for its supplements - this is often not affordable or perhaps even 
appropriate for many clients. Reducing or minimizing nonresponse must be taken in the 
context of some kind of Total Quality Management or fitness for use point of view in 
which there are many elements of quality to be managed so that the best overall quality is 
achieved given the resources available. Some examples of other aspects of quality among 
which there is some element of tradeoff are: making theoretical concepts operational, 
developing and testing questionnaires that will collect the necessary information in a 
problem free manner, developing a suitable sampling plan, minimizing assorted sources 
of non-sampling error other than nonresponse, etc. Survey managers need to take the 
actions necessary to minimize nonresponse within the constraints of their own data 
quality standards (Statistics Canada's, in our case) as well as the budget and data quality 
requirements of clients. 

3 Adjusting for nonresponse 

Ignorable nonresponse can be compensated through increases in sample size in 
anticipation of an estimated nonresponse rate. Subsequently, adjustments are made in the 
weights applied to survey data. However, if nonrespondents differ from respondents in the 
characteristics measured, then nonresponse will contribute to the bias of estimates. As 
limited budgets generally preclude extensive research into the measurement of biases, the 
weight adjustments are generally done in ways that attempt to account for possible biases. 

For the Canadian Labour Force Survey (LFS), if a nonrespondent was a respondent in the 
previous month of the survey, the previous month's data are used for the current month. 
This accounting for nonresponse applies only if there was a response in the previous 
month, i.e., data are carried forward only once. All remaining nonresponse is treated 
through weight adjustments within weighting classes. Weighting classes are defined in 
such a way .thatl:nomespondents in a weighting class are more likely to have similar 
characteristik; irrespondents in the Same class. For the LFS, weighting classes contain all 
households that belong to the Same Employment Insurance Region (a subprovincial 
administrative unit used also for analytical purposes), belong to the Same type of area 
(based on the type of frame from which the sample is drawn, i.e., a combination of 
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geographic, sample design and urbanlrural/remote factors), and have been in the sample 
the Same number of months (i.e., in the Same rotation group). The last adjustment using 
rotation group is new to the LFS and was implemented as part of the most recent sample 
redesign. 

Nonresponse adjustment for supplements to the LFS is usually a fairly straightforward 
matter. Multiplicative adjustments are calculated using the Same nonresponse adjustment 
groups - Sets of strata - as the LFS. Sometimes, due to subsampling for the supplement, it 
is necessary to collapse strata further for nonresponse adjustment. When the ultimate 
sampling unit is the Person, poststratification to province, age group and Sex demographic 
control totals is also included. Adjustment for nonresponse for other special surveys is 
usually sirnilarly straightforward. For the General Social Survey (GSS), nonresponse 
adjustment is done within each geographic Stratum and month group. 

Canada has a mobile population with about 12% of the population changing address each 
year. For movers, addresses and telephone numbers on frames can get out of date rapidly, 
typically resulting in higher nonresponse rates than for non-movers unless considerable 
time and energy are devoted to tracing. Since these two groups differ in substantive ways, 
careful nonresponse adjustment is needed to reduce bias. 

Exploratory research was carried out on the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) in which 
nonresponse was modelled and a profile of nonrespondents determined. Logistic 
regression techniques were used to model the probability of nonresponse in the SCF 
given a response in the LFS (since the SCF is a supplement to the LFS). Nonresponse 
adjustment factors were calculated on the basis of observed proportions and predicted 
proportions, along with a poststratification adjustment by age-sex groups. Future work 
may include examination of the impact on the standard error of survey estimates, the 
inclusion of eamings data instead of income data in the model, extension from the 
examination of the conditional SCF nonresponse categories to the unconditional 
probabilities, and the use of CHAID (Chi-Square Automatic lnteraction Detection) 
techniques to generate nonresponse adjustment classes. 

The School Leavers Survey was first conducted in 1991 to collect data on young adults 
aged 18 to 20 years. Four years later, respondents were contacted again in a follow-up 
survey to collect more data on their education and work experiences. The response rate in 
the School Leavers Follow-up Survey was about 66%. An exploratory study was. carried 
out to compare several weight*adjustment methods and investigate the impact of revised 
weights on survey estimates. Logistic regression techniques were used to create response 
propensity classes with weight adjustments based on response probabilities rather than 
proportions of respondents. 
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It is generally known that nonresponse to longitudinal surveys does not occur completely 
at random and there tends to be differential nonresponse among different subpopulations. 
As a result, the method of adjustment for nonresponse requires special consideration. 
Logistic regression .techniques may be used to -compare estimates using model-based 
weights with those using standard weighting ..- Modefling could reduce the nonresponse 
bias.that results from attrition in a longitudinal sample. Its success, however, depends on 
the availability of good predictors of the nonresponse behaviour. 

For SLID, logistic regression was used to identify predictors of response propensity from 
which weighting classes were created for longitudinal weighting. With the preliminary 
SLID survey and two subsequent waves, questions naturally arose on which prior wave's 
data should be used in the model for nonresponse adjustment. For SLID, the decision was 
made that data for modelling nonresponse would come from the preliminary survey for 
relatively stable variables (which represent most of the variables) and the most recent 
wave for the more dynamic variables. 

In the NPHS, weighting classes for the 1994-1996 longitudinal file of individuals were 
determined at the province level using the CHAID algorithm within the software 
Knowledge Seeker. Geographic and design variables, household level variables and 
Person level variables were considered. For cross-sectional household nonresponse from 
the 1996 NPHS, the Same software was used but resulted in different weighting classes. 
For cross-sectional individual nonresponse for the 1996 NPHS, weight adjustments were 
at the provincial level. In the first wave in 1994, adjustment for household nonresponse 
was by geographic straturnlseason combinations while individual nonresponse adjustment 
was based on province-age-sex classes. In the third wave of the NPHS, imputation may 
replace nonresponse adjustments in order to create a "square" or complete data set to 
facilitate analysis using standard packages. For the first wave of the NLSCY, nonresponse 
adjustment was done by geographic region. For the second wave, research is being carried 
out to use Knowledge Seeker or logistic regression techniques to deterrnine weighting 
classes for nonresponse. 

More generally, research has shown that commonly used methods of reweighting for 
nonresponse do not ensure intemal consistency of estimates of gross flows. In addressing 
this issue, a method of Generalized Weight Calibration in Sampling has been considered 
for nonresponse adjustment for longitudinal surveys. 
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4 Conclusion 

Although the overview provided above contains a wide variety of information and detail, 
a few main themes arise. Longitudinal surveys bring forth a more complex set of 
considerations in the adjustment, determination and reporting of nonresponse for both 
longitudinal arid cross-sectional purposes and therefore standards need to be developed. 
As well, with the longitudinal surveys, information from previous waves or related 
questionnaires in the household have permitted the use of modelling in the adjustment for 
nonresponse. The introduction of new technologies has provided new information on 
nonresponse, more immediate access to data about nonresponse and improved call 
scheduling to increase the chance of getting response. Societal changes seem to require 
increased efforts on the Part of field staff to maintain the levels of response to which we 
have become accustomed. Lastly, although more information is now available on 
nonresponse and nonrespondents, a sufficient understanding of response mechanisms and 
measurement of the bias component of nonresponse are still lacking. 
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