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Abstract : Abstract : Item nonresponse is a significant concern since the power of survey data can be overridden if
the information requested in a questionnaire is not provided. Interviewers are pinpointed as important in
influencing the item nonresponse rates of studies. However, the literature is highly inconsistent regarding
the interviewer characteristics responsible for this influence, and there is limited research focusing on the
importance of interviewers’ attitudes and behaviours. This study, therefore, aims to understand which
characteristics of the interviewers working for the Survey of Health Ageing and Retirement in Europe
(SHARE) (wave 6) are associated with income nonresponse. Multilevel logistic regression models were
used to assess the association between income nonresponse and the interviewers’ sociodemographic
characteristics, experience, attitudes, expectations and behaviour when asked about their income.
Results show that income nonresponse is negatively associated with interviewer characteristics such as
age, positive expectations and being less willing to report their income. These findings have implications
for the recruitment, selection and training of interviewers.

1. Introduction1. Introduction

Surveys can provide extremely rich data on several matters. Bethlehem, Cobben and Schouten (2011)
stress that the economic, social, political and cultural statistics produced by these studies are often the
backbone of many public policies implemented across countries. Thus, it is of the utmost importance for
surveys to be endowed with quality. However, this quality is severely jeopardised by the lack of answers
to questions within an interview, that is, item nonresponse (Bethlehem et al., 2011; De Leeuw et al.,
2003; Tourangeau & Yan, 2007).

When presented with the interview questions, the respondents can either provide an answer or not give
any information. A research synthesis developed by West and Blom (2017) showed that some features of
survey questions, such as question sensitivity and open-ended questions, are more prone to introduce
interviewer effects (unit nonresponse, item nonresponse and measurement error). More particularly,
studies indicate that item nonresponse rate increases with question sensitivity (Tourangeau & Yan, 2007).
According to Tourangeau and Yan (2007), in some studies, the item nonresponse rate may range from 20
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per cent to 40 per cent for questions related to financial assets and income. However, other research also
indicates that cognitively demanding questions (the case of questions about income) might also be
challenging to answer, especially for those with cognitive impairments (Knauper et al., 1997). This finding
is especially important for surveys whose target participants are older since the cognitive decline is more
common at older ages. Most studies report that item nonresponse (De Leeuw et al., 2003; Elliott et al.,
2005), not codable answers and requests for clarification (Olson et al., 2019) tend to be higher among
older respondents.

Analyses of the mechanisms underlying item nonresponse have highlighted that interviewers can
influence item nonresponse (Pickery & Loosveldt, 1998). According to West and Blom (2017), multiple
studies point out that certain interviewer features and behaviours might affect respondents’ actions
during an interview in face-to-face surveys and especially for sensitive items. However, the interviewer
features that might account for that influence are still weakly understood.

One strand of research focuses on the association between the sociodemographic characteristics of the
interviewers and item nonresponse, even though most studies have not found evidence of this
relationship (Lemay & Durand, 2002; Pickery & Loosveldt, 1998). There are, however, exceptions, with
some researchers concluding that traits such as gender, age and education impact the number of refusals
or don’t know answers in a questionnaire (Berk & Bernstein, 1988; Cleary et al., 1981; Riphahn & Serfling,
2005; Schräpler, 2006; Singer et al., 1983).

Even though not all studies have succeeded in explaining why this association exists, some attempts have
been made using the theory of liking. This theory was developed by Groves, Cialdini and Couper (1992)
and is based on the premise that the decision to participate in a study is mainly processed through
heuristics mechanisms. This means that instead of rationally weighing the advantages and disadvantages
of participation, sample members usually base their decision on some characteristic of the interviewers or
the organisation they represent. Therefore, according to the theory of liking, people are more prone to
favour interaction with someone they like or with whom they share similarities. Even though this theory
was intended to help explain why some interviewer characteristics influence the sample members’
decision to cooperate in a survey, there is evidence that the liking principle also applies to item
nonresponse. This was the case in the study by Vercruyssen, Wuyts and Loosveldt (2017) since matching
the interviewer’s and the respondents’ age resulted in a significant reduction of item nonresponse in the
European Social Survey (ESS7BE).

Furthermore, some findings also suggest that interviewers’ experience may mediate the effects of some
sociodemographic characteristics on item nonresponse rates. For instance, as Cleary et al. (1981)
reported, responses to psychological symptom scales were positively related to the interviewer’s age,
which is attributed to feeling more comfortable in the interviewing situation due to experience.
Experience is an interviewer trait addressed by a large body of literature, though findings of its influence
on item missing data are still highly inconsistent. On the one hand, experience is often portrayed as
beneficial, as more experienced interviewers achieve high item response rates, especially for sensitive
questions such as financial assets (Essig & Winter, 2009). Even though this positive relationship is not
entirely understood, Blom and Korbmacher (2013) hypothesised that experience with a survey and its
questions might improve interviewers’ confidence, which shapes their behaviour during the interaction
with the respondent, leading to less missing data. On the other hand, there is also evidence of the
negative impact of experience on item response rates (Tu & Liao, 2007). The assignment of complex
cases to more experienced interviewers (Blom et al., 2011) and heavy workloads (Pickery et al., 2001;
Singer et al., 1983) have been found to negatively affect response rates and response quality due to



interviewer fatigue.

A much less explored line of work addresses the influence of interviewers’ attitudes, expectations and
behaviour on item nonresponse. The study of the effects of interviewers’ attitudes is mainly focused on
unit nonresponse and started with the work of Lehtonen (1996), that concluded that persuasion-oriented
interviewers are more prone to achieve higher cooperation rates.

Singer et al. (1983) point out that item nonresponse is positively influenced by positive interviewers’
expectations regarding respondents’ answers to survey questions. Similar results were found in a recent
study using SHARE data (Friedel, 2020). Using the fifth wave of the SHARE Interviewer Survey, Friedel
firstly assessed the extent to which interviewers influence nonresponse (“don’t know” and “refusal”
answers) to income and asset questions (bank balances and interest or dividend income). Secondly, the
author investigates how interviewers’ expectations regarding respondents’ likelihood to answer these
questions predict response rates. The multilevel models showed that item nonresponse rates for all three
financial questions were subjected to interviewer effects even after controlling for respondents’ and
interviewers’ traits and that interviewers’ influence was strongest in the income question (41 per cent).
Friedel also concludes that the interviewers who expected to obtain more than 50 per cent of answers to
the income and asset questions achieved a lower item nonresponse, whereas those who expected to get
less than 50 per cent achieved worse outcomes. The “self-fulfilling prophecy” referred to by Merton
(1948) is often pointed out as an explanation for these results. Therefore, interviewers’ expectations
influence how they conduct interviews because they behave (consciously or unconsciously) by their
expectations.

Wuyts and Loosveldt (2017) contribute to this discussion by adding that the way interviewers answer
survey questions themselves might explain their expectations regarding item nonresponse. In their study,
the authors concluded that interviewers who refused to provide information about their income had a
significant number of respondents who did not answer that question. According to the authors, based on
their own behaviour, interviewers might create low expectations regarding income answers and act
accordingly by not neutrally asking the question or being unable to probe correctly.

Despite the efforts to explain interviewer effects on item nonresponse, it is still unclear which interviewer
characteristics underlie the lack of answers to survey questions. Furthermore, little attention has been
paid to interviewers’ attitudes and behaviours. This study, therefore, aims to understand which
characteristics of the interviewers working for the Survey of Health Ageing and Retirement in Europe
(SHARE) are associated with item nonresponse, more specifically, with the lack of answers regarding
income.

Based on the literature review, it is possible to hypothesise that positive expectations and less resistance
to reporting their income are positively associated with income response. A key strength of this study lies
in the extremely rich data provided by SHARE about the sociodemographic characteristics of interviewers,
their experience, attitudes and behaviours. This information can be linked to item nonresponse, which
makes it possible to determine the characteristics of those interviewers who managed to get answers to
sensitive questions. Moreover, this study adds to the main idea underlying Friedel’s work by assessing
whether other characteristics besides positive expectations are associated with income response and by
addressing the role of interviewers’ attitudes and own behaviour. Ergo, the results of this study are
critical for survey practitioners as there are implications for recruitment, selection and training decisions.



2. Data and Methods2. Data and Methods

2.1 Data

SHARE provides data on the health, socio-economic status and social and family networks of more than
140,000 individuals aged 50 years and over, covering 27 European countries and Israel. Every two years,
the same people are interviewed at their homes, which makes it possible to understand the changes
experienced by these individuals as they get older.

To develop new strategies to preserve or even increase the quality of the survey data, the central SHARE
coordination team (SHARE Central) implemented the SHARE Interviewer Survey (Blom and Korbmacher
2013). This survey is intended to enable SHARE Central to understand better how the interviewers’
characteristics, experiences, attitudes, expectations and behaviour influence survey outcomes. In wave 6,
SHARE interviewers from 12 European countries (Austria, Belgium, Germany, Estonia, Spain, Greece, Italy,
Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, Sweden and Slovenia) participated in this survey. The interviewer
questionnaire is answered after the national training sessions but before beginning fieldwork, and the
data is collected in an online survey. The data from the Interviewer Survey can be linked to the SHARE
survey data through an interviewer’s (scrambled) identification code.

This study uses data from the SHARE Interviewer Survey (wave 6, release 6.0.0, DOI:
10.6103/SHARE.w6.600), as well as data provided by SHARE respondents, more specifically the Household
Income module (wave 6, release 6.0.0), to assess income nonresponse (A. Börsch-Supan, 2020; Axel
Börsch-Supan et al., 2013). Since this indicator is available for all SHARE countries, all interviewers who
participated in the Interviewer Survey were considered in the analysis (N=809). The response rate for the
Interviewer Survey ranged from 42.7 per cent to 94.3 per cent. For further details about the response rate
for the Interviewer Survey, please see Table 1 in the Online Appendix.

A total of 50,854 interviews were conducted in the 12 countries included in this study (Bergmann et al.,
2017). Moreover, the household response rate of wave 6, calculated according to the American
Association for Public Opinion Research guidelines (AAPOR Response Rate 4), ranges from 67.51 per cent
to 83.95 per cent for panel samples and from 30.29 per cent to 63.78 per cent for refreshment samples
(Malter & Börsch-Supan, 2017). The income response rate achieved by the included countries is, on
average, 79 per cent, with values ranging from 66.94 per cent to 87.44 per cent. For more detailed
information about the number of conducted interviews and response rates, please see Table 2 in the
Online Appendix.

2.2 Variables
2.2.1  Independent  variables  of  interest

As discussed in the literature review, interviewers’ sociodemographic characteristics may influence the
item nonresponse in a survey. The current analysis, therefore, includes the following interviewers’
sociodemographic variables: age at the time of the Interviewer Survey (2015); gender (0=female;
1=male); educational level (1=lower-level secondary school; 2=medium-level secondary school;
3=upper-level secondary school; 4=university degree); full-time employed (0=No; 1=Yes); part-time
employed (0=No; 1=Yes); unemployed (0=No; 1=Yes); student (0=No; 1=Yes).

To measure interviewer experience, we used the variable years working as an interviewer (calculated by
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reference to the Interviewer Survey).

Moreover, the following question about attitudes towards persuasion was also used: “Now follow a series
of statements on persuading respondents. Interviewers may differ in their opinions about these
strategies. There is no right or wrong answer. We are interested in your opinion based on your experience
as an interviewer.” The interviewers are presented with eight situations, some focusing on persuading
reluctant respondents and others highlighting accepting refusals. More specifically, some sentences
stress that all reluctant respondents must be persuaded to participate and that, with enough effort, even
the most reluctant respondent can be persuaded to participate. It is also pointed out that most
respondents will cooperate if they are approached at the right time. On the other hand, other statements
underline that participant refusals must be accepted, that it makes no sense to contact reluctant people
repeatedly, and that respondents who agree to participate after a great deal of effort will not provide
reliable answers. Other situations also emphasise respondents’ privacy and the importance of pointing
out that participation is voluntary. Therefore, the interviewers are asked to report if they strongly agree,
somewhat agree, somewhat disagree or strongly disagree with each of the above situations. In some
previous studies (De Leeuw et al. 1998; Hox and De Leeuw 2002; Blohm, Hox, and Koch 2006; Olson et al.
2020), these items were used to derive summed attitude scores. However, due to the low Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient (0.051), the items were used as separate variables in this study. Following the approach
recommended by Jäckle et al. (2013), the attitude items were then dichotomised by grouping together the
response option “agree” and “strongly agree” as well as “disagree” and “strongly disagree” (0=Disagree;
1=Agree).

In order to assess interviewers’ expectations about obtaining answers to the income question, the
following question was employed in the analysis of the characteristics underlying income nonresponse:
“Social surveys very often ask about respondents’ income. What do you expect, how many of your
respondents (in percentage) in SHARE will provide information about their income?”.

During the questionnaire, interviewers were also asked to provide information about their monthly
household income: “All in all, approximately what was the average monthly income of your household
after taxes in the past year?”.  This question covers the interviewers’ behaviour, making it possible to
assess whether income nonresponse to the interviewer questionnaire is correlated with income
nonresponse among SHARE respondents. Not answering the income question was coded as 0, and
answering the question was coded as 1.

Table 3 in the Online Appendix provides more information about the SHARE Interviewer Survey items and
the operationalisation of the interviewer variables.

2.2.2  Dependent  variable

Income nonresponse was measured using the household income question (hh017) in the HH module of
the respondent questionnaire: “How much was the overall income, after taxes and contributions, that
your entire household had in an average month in 2014?”. When a respondent answers “don’t know” or
refuses to answer the question, an unfolding sequence of bracket questions follows. The use of follow-up
bracket responses has been shown to significantly improve the quality of household economic data
through a reduction of item nonresponse and through narrowing uncertainty about precise asset values
(Juster & Smith, 1997; Moore & Loomis, 2001).

At the first question in the unfolding bracket, the programme randomly chooses one out of three possible



entry points. Subsequently, it is asked if the amount is less, about or more than the shown entry point.
The sequence will continue with the following bracket point unless a “don’t know”, or a “refusal” is given,
in which case the series stops.

Of the respondents who did not provide their household income in question hh017, almost half (45.70%)
did not answer the bracket questions. For this reason, only those individuals who did not answer the
question hh017 were classified as non-respondents. Following Friedel’s (2020) procedure, answering the
income question was coded as 0 and not answering this question (don’t know or refusal) was coded as 1.
Additional information about the dependent variable is available in Table 4 of the Online Appendix.

2.2.3  Independent  variables  of  control

Based on the literature review, the current research includes several control variables at the respondent
level: age at the time of the interview; gender (0=female; 1=male); educational level (1=primary
schooling or less, 2=secondary education; 3=post-secondary education); employment status (0=not
employed; 1=employed); marital status (0=other status; 1=married and living together with a spouse);
and country of residence. Respondents’ cognitive function was also included, as it may influence the
respondents’ behaviour. A summary score of cognitive function was built by averaging the z-scores of five
objective cognitive tests focusing on verbal fluency, immediate recall, delayed recall, numeracy and
orientation. The score ranges from 12.53 to 42.01, with higher values indicating better cognitive function.
Additionally, a dummy variable was built to determine whether the respondent belonged to the
refreshment sample (0=No; 1=Yes). The interviewer’s observation “presence of others during the
interview” (0=Yes; 1=No) was also included as a control variable. Table 4 in the Online Appendix provides
more information about the respondent questionnaire and the operationalisation of the variables.

2.3 Methods

This study was developed in two stages, and all analyses were performed using the software R (4.0.5) and
the software Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, 25.0).

Firstly, to characterise our study population, univariate descriptive statistics were applied. Secondly,
multilevel analysis was employed to assess the association between each of the interviewer’s
independent variables (sociodemographic characteristics, experience, attitudes, expectations and own
behaviour) and the dependent variable, income nonresponse. The multilevel approach is the most
appropriate to tackle the respondents nested within the interviewer design since it separates the
interviewer and respondents’ effects by placing respondents at level one and interviewers at level two.
This allows the regression intercepts to differ randomly (Hox, 2010). Multilevel logistic regression models
were used as the dependent variable is dichotomous (answers to income: no/yes).

Firstly, the null model (Model 0) was assessed to determine the variance of income nonresponse
explained by the interviewer characteristics without controlling for confounders. The Interclass Correlation
Coefficient (ICC) of the null model is 0.355, meaning that interviewer characteristics explain 35.5 per cent
of the variance of income nonresponse. The ICC of our null model is higher than the recommended cut-
point of 5 per cent (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). This supports the suitability of multilevel modelling in the
analysis. Secondly, Model 1 was adjusted for all potential respondent confounders. Thirdly, in Model 2,
interviewers’ sociodemographic characteristics were added to the previous model and Model 3 further
adjusts for the interviewers’ experience. Fourthly, Model 4 comprises interviewer attitudes towards
persuasion and Model 5 additionally comprehends interviewers’ expectations. As the last step, Model 6



includes the interviewer’s own behaviour regarding the answer to the income question.

All non-significant variables were removed from the models, and the results displayed in all tables are
unweighted. Odds ratios (OR), 95% confidence intervals (IC) and significance (where p-values of < 0.05
were considered statistically significant) are presented in the tables below.

3. Results3. Results

The sociodemographic characteristics and experience of the interviewers are displayed in Table 1.

Table 1.Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics and experience of the interviewersSociodemographic characteristics and experience of the interviewers
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In terms of age, interviewers are, on average, 50.7 years old (SD = 13.0), and the majority are females
(68.8%). Concerning education, 6.2 per cent have completed lower-level secondary school, 21.8 per cent
have attended medium-level secondary school, 27.6 per cent have completed upper-level secondary
school, and 44.4 per cent have a university degree. Moreover, 18.5 per cent of the interviewers work full-
time in addition to interviewing, 18.5 per cent work part-time in another job, 10.4 per cent are
unemployed, and 4.4 per cent are students.

With regard to experience, on average, the participants have been working as interviewers for 10.3 years
(SD=9.5).

Table 2 shows the attitudes towards persuasion and the expectations of the interviewers.

Table 2. Interviewers’ attitudes towards persuasion and expectationsTable 2. Interviewers’ attitudes towards persuasion and expectations
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Concerning attitudes towards persuasion, most interviewers agree that reluctant respondents should
always be persuaded to participate (71.4%). Table 2 also shows that 61.9 per cent of the interviewers
agree that, with enough effort, even the most reluctant respondent can be persuaded to participate.
Additionally, most interviewers (98.6%) agree that an interviewer should respect the respondent’s
privacy. With regard to accepting refusals in the event of reluctance, most interviewers concur with this
approach (70.5%), and 92.3 per cent of them agree that the voluntary nature of the study should always
be emphasised. Moreover, 46 per cent of interviewers agree that it does not make sense to contact
reluctant target persons repeatedly. Regarding the respondents’ willingness to participate if approached
at the right time, 85.6 per cent of the interviewers support this argument. Most interviewers also disagree
that respondents persuaded after much effort do not provide reliable answers (75%).

With regard to interviewers’ expectations, the expected percentage of answers to the income question is
71.9 per cent (SD=21.2).

The results of the interviewers’ own behaviour regarding the income question are shown in Table 3.
Descriptive results show that 70.5 per cent of interviewers provided information about their income.

Table 3. Behaviours of the interviewersTable 3. Behaviours of the interviewers
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The results of the multilevel logistic regression for income nonresponse are shown in Table 4.

Table 4.Table 4. Multilevel logistic regression for income nonresponseMultilevel logistic regression for income nonresponse

 

The final model (Model 6) showed significant interviewer effects on income nonresponse. Older
interviewers performed better, as they were less likely to not obtain a response to the income question,
compared with younger interviewers (OR = 0.98, 95% CI 0.97 to 0.99). No other interviewer’s
sociodemographic characteristics or experience were significantly associated with income nonresponse.
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The results also indicate that no interviewers’ attitudes towards persuasion are associated with income
nonresponse.

Concerning interviewers’ expectations, Table 4 shows an inversely significant association between the
expected percentage of answers to the income question and income nonresponse (OR = 0.98, 95% CI
0.976 to 0.99). Therefore, the interviewers with more positive expectations about obtaining answers to
questions about income perform better than those with less positive expectations.

Model 6 also shows that the chances of not obtaining the respondents’ income information are 29 per
cent lower for interviewers who provided their income in the Interviewer Survey (OR = 0.71, 95% CI 0.55
to 0.91).

It should also be stressed that the analysis of the correlation between the expected percentage of
answers to the income question and the reported income in the Interviewer Survey revealed a significant
positive correlation between these two variables (r = 0.168, p < 0.001). Thus, interviewers who provide
information about their own income have more optimistic expectations regarding obtaining answers to
this question from the respondents.

Statistical results also show that income nonresponse is associated with several respondent
characteristics. Excluding age and marital status, all respondents’ sociodemographic characteristics are
significant. Men were more likely to provide information about their income than women (OR = 0.89, 95%
CI 0.83 to 0.96). Furthermore, respondents with post-secondary education were more likely not to answer
the income question compared to respondents with primary education (OR = 1.27, 95% CI 1.15 to 1.41),
and this is also the case for respondents who are employed (OR = 1.46, 95% CI 1.34 to 1.59). Concerning
respondents’ cognitive function, those who perform better in the cognitive tests are more likely to provide
information about their income when compared to their peers (OR = 0.97, 95% CI 0.96 to 0.99).
Moreover, the probability of not answering the income question is higher for those who were alone during
the interview (OR = 1.27, 95% CI 1.16 to 1.39). No associations were found between the respondents’
sample characteristics and income nonresponse.

4. Discussion and Conclusion4. Discussion and Conclusion

Item nonresponse is a significant concern since the power of survey data can be overridden if the
information requested in a questionnaire is not provided. Hence, it is critical to tackle item nonresponse
and to accomplish that, the determinants underlying nonresponse must be identified. Although the
literature is unanimous in highlighting interviewers as one of those determinants, the existing studies are
thus far inconclusive about the interviewer characteristics that might influence item nonresponse.
Therefore, this study assesses the association between item nonresponse to the household income
question and interviewers’ sociodemographic characteristics, experience, attitudes, expectations and
behaviour when asked about their income.

The results show that interviewer performance is not associated with sociodemographic characteristics,
except age, since older interviewers obtain less income nonresponse. One possible explanation for the
age results lies in the theory of liking (Groves et al., 1992). Since SHARE’s target population is older
adults, these respondents might feel more comfortable sharing information with an older interviewer than
with a younger one. This was the case in the study by Vercruyssen, Wuyts and Loosveldt (2017) since
matching the age of interviewers and respondents resulted in fewer item nonresponse. Although we



cannot test this hypothesis, it would be interesting if future research further investigated this topic.

Interviewer experience is another hypothesis commonly used to explain why older interviewers perform
better.  For instance, Cleary et al. (1981) suggested that the positive association between an
interviewer’s age and the answers to sensitive questions might reflect differences in experience.
However, this is not the case in the current study, as no association was found between interviewers’
experience and income nonresponse. This was also true for the investigation by Berk and Bernstein
(1988), as older interviewers obtained less missing data but were not more experienced than the younger
interviewers, who achieved worse outcomes. Thus, this finding suggests that other interviewer qualities
must be considered. Interviewer strategies could help explain the age difference since the older
interviewer’s approach might differ from that of their younger counterparts. Therefore, it would be
interesting if, in the future, the interviewer survey could consider some questions regarding the strategies
adopted by interviewers.

Previous research has highlighted interviewers’ attitudes as essential factors influencing cooperation
rates (Cunha et al., 2022; Durrant et al., 2010; Olson et al., 2020). This seems not to be the case for
income nonresponse since the multilevel analysis shows no significant relationships between the tested
attitudes and our dependent variable. However, we should not overlook the possibility that other
interviewer attitudes not covered by the questionnaire might play a role in income nonresponse.

When assessing interviewers’ expectations, the multilevel models showed that higher expectations are
associated with lower income nonresponse. Therefore, positivity emerged as an essential characteristic
for obtaining better results. These findings align with previous research that had already stressed the
importance of positive expectations for item nonresponse (Friedel, 2020; Singer et al., 1983). Moreover,
besides positivity, it can also be hypothesised that the interviewers’ high expectations might also arise
from their confidence in their own abilities. However, this hypothesis needs to be further tested in future
research.

Furthermore, as in the study by Wuyts and Loosveldt (2017), the SHARE interviewers who did not answer
the household income question in the Interviewer Survey administered more interviews in which this
information was missing. It is, therefore, possible that the interviewers’ behaviour when asked about their
income might have influenced their prospects regarding the income answer, which led them, consciously
or unconsciously, to act in compliance with those prospects. For instance, the interviewers who provided
information about their income might not have anticipated difficulties with this question, leading them to
act more naturally and effectively address respondents’ potential worries. On the other hand, an
interviewer who felt uncomfortable providing this information may have created negative expectations
because they would not provide the requested answer. Consequently, they might not put enough effort
into eliciting a response from the sample member, or their uneasiness might lead to mistrust in the
respondent and, therefore, an increase in the income nonresponse rate. The correlation analysis supports
this hypothesis since interviewers who provide information about their own income have more optimistic
expectations regarding obtaining answers to the income question during the respondent questionnaire.

In addition to interviewers’ traits, the results are in line with previous research that shows that specific
respondent sociodemographic characteristics are associated with their behaviour during an interview
(Olson et al., 2019). In fact, as in previous studies (Bittmann, 2020), in SHARE, male respondents are
more likely to provide information about their income than women. Regarding education, as in Serfling’s
(2005) study, income nonresponse is greater for respondents with a higher educational level. These
results differ from the study conducted by Silber et al. (2021), where respondents’ education was not



significantly associated with the likelihood of refusals or “don’t know” answers. Furthermore, while Friedel
(2020) did not find a relationship between employment status and income nonresponse, in this study,
employed respondents were more likely not to provide information about their income than their
counterparts. Besides, as was expected, those with higher cognitive abilities are more likely to answer the
income question, results that are in line with the work of Knauper et al. (1997).

A higher income nonresponse is also associated with being alone during the interview. One possible
explanation is that respondents who are alone during the interview might not wish to provide information
about their household income as they may not know whether their partner would be comfortable sharing
this information. Moreover, the sensitivity of the income question, along with the fact that no one of the
respondents’ trust is present during the interview, might cause feelings of uneasiness and lead to an
increase in income nonresponse.

This study has important implications for survey practitioners. During the recruitment and selection
processes, specific attention should not be paid to interviewers’ sociodemographic characteristics. Rather
than privileging these traits, attention should be paid to candidates’ expectations and own behaviour
regarding the income question. Furthermore, during the training sessions, it would be beneficial if older
interviewers could share the arguments and strategies they use to obtain answers to the income question
to create a fruitful debate that would help younger interviewers achieve better results. Interviewers
should also be reassured about the income question, for example, by clarifying the goal of the question
and its importance to try to circumvent the effect that negative expectations and the interviewers’ own
behaviour have on income nonresponse.

This study has some limitations that need to be addressed in future research. Firstly, as mentioned
previously, the Interviewer Survey was applied after the interviewer training sessions but before the
beginning of fieldwork. Thus, it is not possible to know whether the interviewers’ attitudes during the
interviews were similar to the ones reported in the questionnaire. Secondly, the assessment of whether
the interviewer had already interviewed the same respondents in previous waves or if they were
interviewing different respondents was not accounted for in the analysis, nor was the information on
whether the respondents had already answered the income question in earlier waves. In addition,
education was operationalised differently for interviewers and respondents since ISCED is only available
for SHARE respondents. It would also be important to consider some country-level variables, such as the
unit nonresponse rate since prior studies have shown that the unit nonresponse and the item
nonresponse might influence each other (Burton et al., 1999; Yan & Curtin, 2010). However, the unit
nonresponse rate achieved by the interviewers who participated in the interviewer survey is unavailable;
therefore, this information could not be included in the model.

Moreover, our dependent variable does not account for differences between “don’t know” answers and
refusals despite some studies suggesting that different explanatory characteristics might be behind these
two types of nonresponse (Silber et al., 2021). It would be interesting if future research repeated this
study while separating income nonresponse due to “don’t know” answers and income nonresponse due to
refusals. Lastly, all analyses are unweighted since no weights are available for the Interviewer Survey.

Despite these limitations, it was possible to highlight the influence of interviewers’ positive expectations
and own behaviour on income nonresponse.
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Table 1. Detailed information about the response rate for the Interviewer Survey, per country.Table 1. Detailed information about the response rate for the Interviewer Survey, per country.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. Detailed information about the number of conducted interviews and response rates,Table 2. Detailed information about the number of conducted interviews and response rates,
per country.per country.
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Table 3. Detailed information about the SHARE Interviewer Survey items and theTable 3. Detailed information about the SHARE Interviewer Survey items and the
operationalisation of the interviewer variables.operationalisation of the interviewer variables.
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Table 4. Detailed information about the respondent questionnaire and the operationalisationTable 4. Detailed information about the respondent questionnaire and the operationalisation
of the respondent variables.of the respondent variables.
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