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Abstract
The implementation of a Refusal Avoidance Training (RAT) within wave 2 of the German part of the European Social Survey (ESS) successful reduced the amount of reported
refusal by nearly 7%. The effect of the reduction was compensated by a nearly equal
increase in the proportion of non-contacted designated respondents. This effect may be
due to non-random allocation of trained interviewers. Further randomized experiments
are neccessary to separate the effects of RAT on response rates.

1 Refusal Avoidance Training (RAT)
Based on Groves/McGonagle (2001) and interviewer manuals of the ”Survey Research
Center” instructional materials of a German ”Refusal Avoidance Training” (RAT) had
been developed between 2003-2005. The goal of a RAT is reducing refusal rates by
teaching interviewers how to deal with doorstep interactions by maintaining interaction
with the respondents and tailoring the arguments to them. The RAT-Training was
developed for in person teaching of face-to-face interviewers and as a multimedia selfteaching unit for CATI-interviewers.1

1.1 Refusal Avoidance Training in the German ESS
Since data on the effect of RATs on interviewer fieldwork is rare, the project group tried
to conduct a RAT implementation under realistic field work conditions. The German
ESS-group kindly allowed a test of the RAT training within the German-ESS-Wave2.2 Due to the restrictions of ongoing fieldwork within a commercial fieldwork agency,
the project group had no influence on the sampling of interviewers, their workload or
working conditions. Nevertheless, 28 already experienced interviewers received a RAT
in addition to their basic training.

1.2 Implementation details of the RAT
The training took place at the training facilities of the fieldwork agency in Bonn as a one
day personal education of the interviewers on 2004/08/26. The coach was a professional
coach without special experience in survey methodology, but was trained and assisted
by a member of the research group. In addition to the coach, her assistant and the
28 interviewers (of whom only 26 actually conducted interviews), two representatives of
the German ESS-Group and representatives of the fieldwork agency were present. The
training took two hours. At first, the interviewers collected and organized arguments
given by reluctant respondents. In this plenary session suitable responses to these arguments were discussed. During the next session groups of 2-3 interviewers tried to find
arguments to respondent objections. Finally, the written interviewer responses were
collected by the coach and discussed in a plenary session.
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This work was part a project granted to the first author by the German Research Foundation (DFG).
We would like to thank the German ESS-group and the fieldwork agency Infas (Bonn) for their kind
permission to conduct the experiment within the ESS wave 2.
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2 Effect of RAT on Final Disposition
Codes
The data set contains information on 15657 contacts to 5883 designated respondents
by 207 interviewers. During fieldwork, 5868 addresses were contacted, resulting in 2913
interviews (49.6%). Considering only the last contacts, which were done face-to face,
data on 5086 respondents are available. Overall, 2913 (57.3%) of these were interviewed.
The difference in response rate between RAT-trained and standard interviewers (59.3%
vs. 56.8%) is significant only on a 10% level and a one-sided test (p=0.0855). A plot
of proportions of final disposition codes by interviewer group (see 2.1) reveals only two
remarkable differences between RAT and standard interviewers: The RAT-trained interviewers have a 7.2% lower refusal rate1 than the standard interviewers (p < 0.0001).
But this advantage of the RAT-group is compensated by a higher rate of non-contacts
(5.7% difference, p < 0.0001). This strange result deserves a more detailed analysis.

2.1 Effects of alternating trained and untrained
interviewers on the probability of a successful
interview
In order to examine the effect of RAT on the probability of a successful interview, alternating sequences of trained and untrained interviewers working on one designated
respondents were examined. 35 designated respondents generated contact histories with
trained and untrained interviewers. In 21 sequences an untrained interviewer was followed by a RAT-interviewer (U-RAT), in 14 sequences a RAT-interviewer was followed
by an untrained interviewer (RAT-U). 13 of the 21 U-RAT-sequences resulted in an interview (61.9%). Of the 14 RAT-U-sequences, 13 (92.9%) resulted in an interview. Of
course, despite the overlapping confidence intervals, this yields a significant test of equal
proportions (z=2.05, p=0.04). The untrained interviewers seem to be more successful
than the RAT interviewers. Since the allocation of cases to interviewers was not random
and this result is based only on 9 different interviewers, this conclusion is not definitive.

1

Refusal is defined as an explicit decline of cooperation by a designated respondent or a household
member. If we consider an extended definition of refusal, the difference between RAT and standard interviewers is 7.1%. The extended definition includes reported gatekeeper problems, missed
appointments and appointments after the agency ceased fieldwork.
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Figure 2.1: Final Disposition Codes by type of training

2.2 Effects of trained and untrained interviewers on
refusal conversion
Excluding all cases with interviewer changes, only sequences with designated respondents
who at least during one contact refused to participate, were analyzed to examine the
effect of RAT on refusal conversion. The difference in refusal rates between RAT-trained
and non-trained interviewers (19.8% vs. 22.3%) is not significant.

2.3 Possible explanations of the compensating effects
Since the goal of the training (reduction of refusal) seems to have been achieved, the
compensating effect of increased non-contact is puzzling. Since this has been a nonrandomized experiment, rival hypotheses come to mind. For example, there could be
differences in the allocation of areas with hard-to-contact respondents or differences in
workload or duration or time of fieldwork. These obvious variables were examined by
bivariate comparisons and a multilevel model containing all control variables.

2.3.1 Effects of urban areas
RAT-trained interviewers are working slightly more often in urban areas. Interestingly,
the number of inhabitants in the town of residence of designated respondents causes
an interaction between response rate and interviewer training. In a classification of
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10 town size classes, the percentage of completed interviews is higher for the RATinterviewers in the towns with fewer inhabitants (57.7% vs. 50.4%, classes 1-7, z=2.56,
p=0.01) and lower for the larger towns (46.4% vs. 50.4%, classes 8-10, z=1.87, not
significant). A similar interaction effect can be seen in the non-contact rates: In small
towns, the percentage of non-contacted respondents is similar for the interviewer groups
(RAT-interviewers 10.0%, standard-interviewers 9.3%, not significant), but in larger
towns the non-contact rates reverse: RAT 16.3% vs. standard 6.5% (z=7.88, p <0.001).
Remarkably, there is no reversal in effects on refusal rates according to town size: The
refusal rates differ between RAT-interviewers and standard interviewers 15.6% vs 25.7%
(z=3.74, p=.0002) in small towns and 22.6% vs. 27.3% (z=2.44, p=.015) in large towns.

2.3.2 Effects of federal states
Only in 11 federal states both kind of interviewers conducted fieldwork. In 9 of these
11 states, RAT-interviewers showed lower refusal rates. On the other side, in 8 of 11
states the RAT-interviewers show higher non-contact rates. Overall, the response rates
are higher for RAT-interviewers in 6 states and lower in 5 states.

2.3.3 Duration and date of fieldwork
The duration of fieldwork is longer for RAT-interviewers than for standard interviewers
(92 vs. 60 days). This is due to an earlier start (mean: 2004/10/10) with the mean
end-time being approximately the same for interviews both groups. Interestingly, the
duration between first and last contact to a designated respondent is shorter for the
RAT-interviewers than for standard interviewers (23 vs. 27 days, t=3.69, p=.0002).
Even more remarkable, this difference is even larger for respondents which were finally
non-contacted (22 vs. 32 days, t=3.12, p=.002), since in these cases better interviewers
should increase their efforts.
In order to test the hypothesis, that the failure of RAT-interviewers was due to different school holidays in different federal states, in an additional analysis three groups
of designated respondents we analyzed separately: Respondents whose first contact occurred before the first school holidays, respondents whose first contact occurred within
school holidays (2004/10/04-2004/10/29) and respondents whose contacts occurred after
the end of the school holidays. Only in the first group the non-contact rates of RATinterviewers were comparable to those of standard interviewers, in the other two groups,
the non-contact rates were much higher for RAT-interviewers.

2.3.4 Workload
Mean workload for RAT-interviewers is much higher than for non-RAT interviewers
(41.2 vs. 27.8, t=3.14, p=.002). The boxplot in 2.2 shows that this difference is not
due to some outliers. Especially Q25 and Q75 are much higher for RAT-interviewers.
This may indicate that RAT-interviewers were used for additional (and probably more
difficult) cases by the end of field time.
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Figure 2.2: Workload by type of training

2.4 A multilevel model of final disposition codes
Since the 26 RAT-interviews generated 2979 contacts, the contacts can not be considered independent. Multilevel models may be used for a multivariate model respecting
these dependencies (within an interviewer) of the contact results. Due to the fact, that
in many primary sampling units only one interviewer conducted fieldwork, the effects of
sampling points and interviewers can not be separated. The effects of sampling points
were therefore modeled by using the measure of town size as an interviewer characteristic.1 . For each of the most important fieldwork results (non-contact, refusal, interview)
a separate random-intercept logit model was computed. Interviewer workload, duration
of fieldwork, urban vs non-urban area, interviewer training and the interaction of urban
vs non-urban area with interviewer training were used as independent variables.2
In the interview model, none of the independent variables is significant. In the noncontact model, no effect of RAT-training within non-urban areas can be found. But
in urban areas, the log-odds (1.23) of the RAT-training is significant. This significant
interaction can not be found in the refusal model, but nevertheless the log-odds of the
RAT-training (-0.58) is significant in non-urban areas and not-significant in urban areas
(-0.20). In sum, the results of the multilevel models confirm the previous bivariate
findings.
1

2

In a few cases, interviewers work in different classes of town size. In this case, the mode of town size
of these interviewers were used.
Since the effect of duration of fieldwork can not be clearly separated from the dependent variable
(endogeneity), we will not interpret the coefficients of this variable.
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2.5 Analysis of field reports
Finally, the number of entries and the number of different codes in the field reports will
be examined.

2.5.1 Number of contacts
There is no significant difference between the training groups in the number of contact
attempts. This is also true just for finally not interviewed designated respondents: The
RAT-group attempted 2.39 contacts, the standard interviewers 2.50. But among the
finally not-contacted designated respondents, the RAT-group attempted 2.51 contacts,
the standard interviewers 3.30 contacts. The available data is not sufficient to examine
the causes of this significant difference (t=3.38, p <.001) further.

2.5.2 Number of different field codes
As a proxy for the attention paid by interviewers to document the fieldwork, the number of different result codes per interviewer was analyzed. A low number of different
codes may be due the time saving method for an interviewer to fill out contact records
monotonously by using the same codes over and over again. Empirically, this is wrong:
Both interviewer groups use about 2.1 different codes per target person. So we have
no evidence that the difference in reported fieldwork is due to differences in reporting
accuracy.
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Figure 2.3: No-contact rates by interviewer training type
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2.6 Outliers
Since the number of interviewers (n=26) is small, outliers may be of special importance.
But no hints for outliers could be found. For example, the box plot for non-contact rates
by interviewer training shows that the median of RAT-interviewers is higher than the
the 75-Percentile of the standard-interviewers. So the effect of higher non-contact rates
for RAT-interviewers is not due to a small number of outliers among the interviewers.

2.7 Summary
RAT seems to be successful in reducing refusal rates: The RAT-trained interviewers
achieved a significantly lower amount of refusal. However, this difference is compensated by a higher number of respondents, which could not be contacted. Overall, the
percentage of successfully interviewed respondents is identical between RAT-trained and
standard-trained interviewers.
The fact that RAT-trained interviewers spend less time on contacting respondents and
conducted fewer contact attempts with non-contacted respondents may be a consequence
of the training or the non-random-allocation of designated respondents to interviewers.
Three facts suggest an effect of non-random allocation:
• The effect of increased non-contact rates for RAT-interviewers can only be shown
in urban areas.
• The overall time difference between first and last contact attempt to a designated
respondent is smaller for RAT-interviewers than for standard interviewers (22 vs.
32 days) although the RAT-interviewers spent more time (92 vs 60 days) conducting interviews.
• The workload of RAT-interviewers is higher than for standard interviewers.
So a non-random allocation of RAT-interviewers seems to be plausible: The RATinterviewers were already experienced interviewers and experienced and successful interviewers were – especially at the end of field period – more often used for the harder
cases.1 The higher workload of RAT-interviewers may be interpreted as supporting evidence. The non-random allocation may also be the explanation for the set of strange
interaction effects of town size on final disposition codes.
In order to clarify the effects of a Refusal Avoidance Training, a further experiment is
needed. A higher number of interviewers and a random allocation would be desirable. If
this is not possible, at least a matched allocation of urban areas to interviewers and similar field periods for experimental and control group are desired. Furthermore, the training should be done by a professional survey methodologist in the absence of observers.
1

This policy was conceded in a personal communication of a representative of the field agency.
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Since the implementation of such an experimental protocol may be difficult, the research
group is currently engaged in implementing a random allocation experiment based on a
self-teaching multi-media-version of the RAT for CATI-interviews (Schnell/Dietz 2006).
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