PRESENTATION BY DR. BOB GROVES

11.29.05

THE CHAIRMAN:  Welcome.  

MR. ZACKON:  We waited 15 minutes for a full professor here.

PROF. GROVES:  Can you hear me?

THE CHAIRMAN:  Yes.
PROF. GROVES:  Okay.  Are you expecting me?  You're all looking at me.

MR. ZACKON:  You've already been introduced to this council.  We read from your bio.  And a number of us have read your paper, number of us have discussed your paper.  And this is the first time we're inviting an expert such as yourself to attend the council.  And we'd love to hear your comments on how your knowledge/expertise on the nonresponse issue can inform our concerns as you know them from the call you attended.

PROF. GROVES:  Good.  And this is the full council that I see around the table;

is that right?  For everybody who could attend today, give me a little guidance.

I did have a phone call with a subset focused on nonresponse.  Whether it be useful to give the kind of preface similar to that offered there?

MR. ZACKON:  Yes.

PROF. GROVES:  If I may, let me kind of tell you where I think the field is moving right now by actually going to the origins of survey.  Is there a technical problem?

MR. DONATO:  The audio is really poor, Bob.  I wonder if there's any chance

they can keep your picture, turn the audio

down and call in.

MR. ZACKON:  I can hear him if you turn it down a little bit.

PROF. GROVES:  Your communication experts are –
MR. DONATO:  We've definitely identified something is not right.

PROF. GROVES:  You want to go in on a conference call?  I can excuse myself if

you want.  There's going to be a lack of synch between my lips and the voice; you

realize that, right? 
MR. DONATO:  That's all right.  Because the image is not exactly moving with

your lips now. 
MR. ZACKON:  We're okay.

MR. DONATO:  Is everyone okay?  The room's good.  Go ahead.

PROF. GROVES:  Go ahead.

MR. KEILTY:  Go ahead.

PROF. GROVES:  So let me go back in history a bit, you know, in a way that reminds us why we are thinking about surveying nonresponse the way we do.  
In 1930 there was an important paper written to explain why humans are fairly good at picking response surveys.  And they use the probability mechanisms literally heard better ways of describing large populations with little bitty samples.  
That paper is actually the foundation of everything Nielsen does and everything that everyone does in measuring human populations.  All of the statistical theory underlying that demands that you measure this sample fully.  And so as a field we focused on response rates as a measure of how close we are to that ideal, that tool that allows us to infer from a small population or small sample to a big population.  
As early as the 1950s and '60s we realized that response rates weren't very good indicators of the gap between the probability sampling and its power and what we actually had.  A useful tool or some sort of useful tools to tell how successful we are in measuring a given sample, the relationship between response rates and nonresponse error were not as tight as we'd like.  
A little paper that you guys have read is an attempt to update that fact that  we sort of forgot, I think, as a field.  And a lot of survey clients have been taught.  And I've taught students over the past few decades that high response rates are really important to achieve without a more sophisticated description of how response rates and nonrates are linked.  
In between the year 2000 and 2004 there were three or four important papers that were shocking to the survey community, the academic survey community.  Because they presented what was reasonably careful designs that showed there was no apparent impact of response rates on the quality of surveys statistics.  These papers basically generated a worldwide race that's ongoing now in the scientific community to figure out when do response rates make a difference and when don't they make a difference.  
The paper you've read is just an attempt to lay out some of the conditions that we think are necessary, and in a way  obvious when you think about it.  But sometimes you have to say the obvious after we've forgotten it I think.  And the key issue here is the co-variance term in a statistical sense, a relationship in a lay sense between the likelihood that you measure someone in a sample.  And for our purposes on this particular set of surveys, their TV watching behavior or whatever you're measuring in general terms.  
The key question is whether the nonresponse are disproportionately high or low listeners or listeners of a particular type.  And what's going on now around the world is some people are mounting experiments.  This is what we're spending our time doing, mounting experts that try to make nonresponse error happen and then make it disappear under various conditions.  
In a flavor of those kind of designs, I'm now working on three concepts.  One is interest of the population in the topic as made salient in the introduction to the survey reponse.  The other is the rolling of incentives.  How they end up acting on nonresponse error.  And the third is a sponsor, that is the constructs, and in our theory are linchpins to when nonresponse rates induce nonresponse error.  
So to give you an example of the kind of designs we're doing now, we just finished a survey of, believe it or not, the American Bird Feed Association, which are people who watch birds for a hobby.  And through manipulating the survey topic and the incentives, we can move their response rates between the low 20s to the high 70s just by altering conditions.  
And we can do that in a way that moves a report of how often they actually spend time doing birding moves that report in major ways.  We can change point estimates on a survey when we manipulate the conditions right now.  
Why is this relevant to you?  It appears from our work that careful scrutiny of how the survey request is made and how the survey request is linked to the key statistics is important.  Attitudes and knowledge of the sample population about the sponsor is important.  And then how incentives are used are important.  
Let me tell you what the replicated result on incentives now, as I guess we have five or six studies that show the same result now.  That if you in your survey request emphasize the topic of the survey, the focus of the survey, you will disproportionately bring into the sample of people for whom that topic is a positive.  They have positive efforts to that topic.  And you disproportionately fail to bring in people for whom that topic is uninteresting.  
Incentives counteract that effect.  Incentives offer an extrinsic benefit.  Change the respondent pool on topic interest.  So they increase the response rate, but they increase the response rate in a particular way by altering the composition of the respondent pool.  So that's how those two variables behave.  
Now, a related dimension of work that's going on is what I strictly think of as a different paradigm in surveys.  If you now have knowledge, if you now remember that various features of the survey request can bring in people that have different values, kind of variable on TV watching, what do you do with this information?  
And it appears that the way the field is moving right now is the reaction to that is to collect intermediate data, administrative data and other data that are now being called tailored data in the field.  That is you look at every stage of the brain development and the sampling process and contact as much information as you can to understand the characteristics of the people brought in at that step.  
Ideally, you have predictor variables that predict their propensity to respond.  The likelihood that there'll be a respondent.  But you also want to pick up proxy indicators that are correlants of the outcome variables:  In your case, TV watching.  
So with computer-assisted methods now, survey organizations are building tools to estimate propensity modelings in the middle of the survey process.  So we're doing surveys down here and others are doing them where everyday for every sample case you have an estimated propensity that certain outcomes will occur given different interventions that you do.  
And these are sort of complicated statistical models.  But those models are then used to intervene and assess in a way that you can redress the imbalance of natural volunteers going into the respondent pool by altering basically the survey request in ways that make them appealing to either of the segments that you're worried about representing.  
These are called responsive or adaptive designs.  As it turns out, it's not just in surveys that this is at.  This is a big movement in clinical trials for research or guys for whatever drug you're advertising.  At the wake of the trial, you actually discover that some people are reacting to the drug differently than other people.  What do you do?  And basically that field is moving into active intervention into the design and the clinical trial in order to understand drug performance better.  
So there's a big change in how we do surveys coming.  And the change is that you don't fix the design.  You don't write out the design specs and then do it and then analyze it.  You write out design potentials.  You do multiple design options.  And you're calibrating the design as you go along.  
With Nielsen and any survey organization that's doing ongoing measurement, this is just a wonderful vehicle on which to think about these ideas because you have the luxury of optimization over time.  You don't have to focus in to get it right once and never do the survey again.  You can alter the design more dynamically to find optimal design features.  So what this means, I admit, you, as clients, I guess you also are clients of this product may be disturbed about.  
Let me tell you the cons of this whole movement.  The cons of the movement are that in the hands of the unwise or untrustable, you have the ability to manipulate in ways that you didn't.  You actually have much more information about the data collection process.  So I now have the power in my designs to produce outcomes that I can predict pretty well.  I can't pervert the results of the survey.  And so that's the con on this whole movement.  
The pro is you get much better designs per dollar rate.  So how do you justify, how do you do the trade-off between the con and the pro?  I think the answer that I see arising in federal surveys is that you make everything transparent.  It's the process is vetted.  The decision process is reviewed by all the stakeholders, everybody.  It's open.  Everybody can see what's going on.  
You admit you're going to dynamically alter things, but the rules are set and agreed upon beforehand.  So you get control over a dynamic process by making it documented and transparent.  It doesn't mean that every month of every thing will go exactly the same way.  Because we're at different things.  You make different decisions.  But the progression is documented and transparent.  
So giving you two ideas, right? Or I'm telling you that I'm involved in two things.  One is this field that's trying to find out the circumstances under which nonresponse rates really matter, and conversely, when they don't matter.  And then the other thing is, and allied with that the other thing is active intervention and design to analyze quality under controlled circumstances.  
I want to stop now, just field questions from you guys.

MR. HESS:  This is Mike Hess from OMD.  It did sound like in your, I think you called it dynamic process, like I kind of know the right answer in advance.  And then you dynamically alter if it looks like the right answer is not coming in, you can dynamically alter.  So that does -- now this is my first exposure to it -- it does sound like there is a real opportunity for manipulation because you know the answer in advance.  And as the data's coming in, if you're not getting that answer, now you manipulate.

PROF. GROVES:  I'm glad you enunciated it so clearly.  Let me comment on that. 
I think rather than focusing on the outcome, you're actually focusing on pre-specified inputs.  We actually do some of this already.  We don't think of it dynamically.  But for years we've all been comfortable with after the completion of a survey taking a respondent data set and re-weighting it so that the marginals on age, sex, and race or a couple of things, depending on what you are, match.  Oh, external population, okay.  
Now, it's very interesting that we've accepted that, by the way.  But let's just sort of take that as a given.  What this is doing is doing that dynamically.  
So let's say age groups, okay, rather than post-survey adjust to get pre-specified weighted proportions by age.  What this would do is an attempt age correlant measurement through the press.  And then attempts to balance the response rates over age groups so that the respondent data said is more balanced on age. And you're relying less on those post-survey adjustments.  
What this actually does if you think about it for a minute, this is reducing overall response rates, but also you identify key subgroups.  So you're worried much more in this kind of design for proportionality across pre-specified variables that I would assert the community should say these are important things to measure.  These distributions matter to us.  And instead of maximizing response rates, let's minimize response rate variation over these subgroups through an active intervention.  
And it's much less for TV ratings.  And, you know, sort of guessing where that would be.  So I'm trying to address your point.  I think it's much less looking at outcomes than inputs in getting the input balance right.

MR. HESS:  Thank you.  That's helpful.  I think at the same time, though, I remain sensitive to a comment that you made a few minutes ago which is because of the possibility for manipulation, to agree in advance of what some of the rules of the game would be.  So that manipulation can't take place as easily.

PROF. GROVES:  Crucial.  I think it's crucial.  
By the way, let's take a real high stakes survey.  Let's take the Nielsen census as a survey where you screw up the proportionality.  People lose their jobs.  At least, you know, if you have a constituency on the Hill who cares about the outcome of that sort of thing.  That's the kind of transparency that I think you need.  That everything is laid out and agreed upon beforehand without the outcome known.  So you're agreeing on a process, not an outcome.

MR. GOERLICH:  One question for you, a concern.  
You mention sort of the nice thing about optimization as it relates to Nielsen or television measurement is that it's something that can improve over time.  And now, in our business, specific moments in time are very, very important. 
Easiest example is the Super Bowl.  A lot of money is riding on Super Bowl spots.  And so we want to have an accurate measurement in that point in time, accurate as possible.  So how does this optimization work with that, recognizing that in fact basically any vendor who's selling us something and any buyer such as myself really wants that number that we're paying for at that point of time to be as accurate as possible?  
How does that relate to optimization as you described it?

PROF. GROVES:  Yes.  Well, let me tell you, the hardest survey designed environment in which you're working on this is one where you're dealing with a completely new population, a new mode of data collection.  And it's a one-time survey, okay?  
So to the extent that there is everything unique about this Super Bowl audience, and you're using completely different design features at that moment in time, then it's a real challenge.  And then I'd have to know a lot more about the problem before I would be very intelligent about it. 
But to the extent you're using the same measurement tool, to the extent the information about correlants of Super Bowl audience that might be predictable in the future, and to the extent that you arm yourself actively/proactively with information about those correlants, then I think the mechanism still works.  But I admit that this is not a good thing for unique measurement targets and unique populations and unique modes, and so on.  It does build on experience.

MS. BUSLIK:  Aren't you moving to a quota sample then?

PROF. GROVES:  Well, that's a great question.  We've got to define our terms.  And so I don't know what you define it as.  But I can say what it's not.  I mean, some people define a quota sample by the absence of a probability selection mechanism, right.  So I wouldn't propose that.  
Right now we're doing, well, Nielsen is doing probability sampling and attempting to maximize response rates.  And at this point I'm not quite sure under what restrictions they're maximizing the response rates.  It does actively try to balance response rates over key groups.  But it's not allowing any of the personnel in the process, the human process to make decisions about what unit is selected.  So maybe you ought to define what you mean by quota to make sure I'm addressing your point.

MS. BUSLIK:  I was thinking simple.  That if you said that you wanted to have absolute proportionality in the population and you were getting more responses from one group than another, then you dynamically change it.  Not the original sample design, but as the survey is going on, then you are maximizing to get the people who aren't responding.

PROF. GROVES:  Well, quota samples, I'm sorry, what most quota samples

are doing is trying to balance the number of respondents.  Right.  So you have, say, a hundred males and a hundred females and so on.  That is, I want a data set with 100 data

records that are for males, 100 data records.  We're not doing that here.  The sample allocation is driven by the design considerations of what you want.  
What we're trying to do is to minimize variation and response rates over those groups.  We're not substituting if we're not getting the response rates.  We're actively managing to get to, you know, more equal response rates over groups.  So I think that's a big distinction.  Statistically, it's a very big distinction.  Because you're still relying on some of the statistical properties of the probability inference.

MS. SHAGRIN:  My interpretation of what you said as related to Nielsen simply, certainly in terms of metered samples is right now Nielsen uses differential incentives in terms of dollar amounts for different types of households.  But my interpretation was that you would go beyond saying every 18 to 34-year-old got more money than a 55-plus household.  You would look at the 18 to 34-year-olds, and say, well, if they're not responding, are certain types when you have to approach them differently where you might not give more money to, so you might give larger amounts of money to.  
That you were looking at multiple characteristics and applying incentives and recruitment techniques to address those types of homes that were the least likely to respond, and whose viewing might be different.

PROF. GROVES:  Yes.  That's a fair summary.  And it's not just incentives, as the design might manipulate.  I think we have enough evidence to that I could assert incentives don't work for all people for a variety of reasons.  Some people have concerns that have nothing -- they can't be bought away.  So that strictly the features on the table for manipulation might include incentives.  It might be mood changes.  It might be the burden of the measurement, despite, you know, how precious every one is, it may be cost efficient like the measurement on some households to bring them into the respondent pool, even when they have a restricted data record.  
And so in some surveys what's happening is that an hour-long questionnaire is subsampled into smaller 15 portions.  And those are administered to people at random, in random fashion.  So there are a lot of different things.  And you're right.  It's not pre-specifying the subgroups.  
The full extent of this line of thinking would be if we assigned propensity scores to each active respondent for different design options for them.  And we would attempt to route them into methods that fit their characteristics.  And this is a whole multiple array of characteristics, not just socio-demographic stuff.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Anybody else have any comments or questions for Bob, as I've been told you like to be called, okay.

MR. ZACKON:  I'm sure there'll be things coming up going forward through E-mail back and forth, and Ceril's committee and you working together.  And so thank you for this appearance today.  Thank you for the thoughtful articulation that you had in terms of what the problem is.  I think it helps us think through what we're doing.

PROF. GROVES:  Okay, good.  So should I sign off?

MR. ZACKON:  We haven't determined the ratings yet for this broadcast, but we'll let you know.  Thank you again.

PROF. GROVES:  Thank you.  Bye-bye.
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