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Reliability of retrospective event histories within the German 
Generations and Gender Survey: 

The role of interviewer and survey design factors 

Kerstin Ruckdeschel1 

Lenore Sauer2 

Robert Naderi3 

Abstract 

BACKGROUND 
In order to explain demographic phenomena, the Generations and Gender Survey covers 
a wide variety of demographic topics. Such a survey requires elaborate survey design 
and implementation. Previous research has shown problems with the complex parts of 
retrospective fertility data and retrospective partnership data in the German GGS. Until 
now, no satisfying explanations have been given for these distortions.  
 

OBJECTIVE 
In this paper we investigate if the distortions in the German GGS can be explained by 
questionnaire design factors or by survey implementation, with special regard to rational 
behaviour of the interviewers and interviewees.  
 

METHODS 
Using the fertility and partnership histories in the first wave of the German GGS of 
2005, we checked for fatigue and learning effects, resulting in avoidance strategies 
concerning follow-up questions for respondents as well as for interviewers. 
Furthermore, we included extensive interviewer controls.  
 

RESULTS 
Results suggest that distortions in the German GGS are related to interviewers and 
interviewees. We found indicators of learning effects of respondents, which lead to a 
shortening of interviews and to more biased survey responses to screening questions in 
later sections of the survey. We also found strong hints that interviewers learned how to 
shorten interviews.  
 

 
                                                           

1 Federal Institute for Population Research, Germany. E-Mail: kerstin.ruckdeschel@bib.bund.de. 
2 Federal Institute for Population Research, Germany. 
3 Federal Institute for Population Research, Germany. 



Ruckdeschel, Sauer & Naderi: Reliability of retrospective event histories within the German GGS 

322 http://www.demographic-research.org 

CONCLUSIONS 
The analysis provides insights into the distortions of the retrospective parts of the 
German GGS and their causes. On the one hand, researchers may use this information to 
decide how to deal with the German GGS and especially the information on cohorts 
1955 and older. On the other hand, our findings lead to several suggestions concerning 
the survey design and implementation of future large-scale demographic surveys. 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

The Generations and Gender Survey (GGS), which is part of the Generations and 
Gender Programme (GGP), has been one of the most ambitious projects in Population 
Studies in the last decade. Its stated goal is to “improve understanding of demographic 
and social development and of the factors that influence these developments” (UNECE 
2005). This requires elaborate survey design and implementation, resulting in a long and 
complex questionnaire. Previous research has shown that with increasing length and 
complexity, the probability of distortions in a survey rises. In this paper we focus on the 
German GGS, in which distortions appear in parts of the questionnaire which are 
complex, i.e., the retrospective parts on fertility and partnerships. There are various 
types of distortion: compared to German vital statistics the total number of children in 
the GGS is too low for birth cohorts 1930–1954 and too high for the cohorts born 
thereafter. When looking at partnership history we have too many women who were 
never married in our data in the older cohorts and too many married ones in the younger 
cohorts (Kreyenfeld et al. 2010; 2011; Kreyenfeld, Hornung, and Kubisch 2013; Sauer, 
Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012; Vergauwen et al. 2015). So far, approaches explaining 
these distortions have not provided satisfactory results. In this paper we try another 
approach by investigating if and under which conditions the complexity of the 
questionnaire could hinder the GGS improving the knowledge of the factors that 
influence demographic and social development. We investigate if the distortions in the 
German GGS can be explained by questionnaire design factors, interview situations, or 
other aspects of the implementation of the survey. In the following we especially assume 
that length, complexity, and structure of the GGS questionnaire are factors that affect 
respondents’ as well as interviewers’ behaviour and which offer advantageous 
conditions for shortening interviews by recording or giving incomplete or wrong 
answers.  

The paper is structured as follows: first, it presents a summary of the current state of 
research concerning possible causes of these distortions. Next, we describe the GGS 
questionnaire and the distortions in the German GGS in greater detail. Based on this, 
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hypotheses are formulated concerning the nature and causes of the distortions in the 
GGS. Data and methods used as well as the results are presented in the subsequent 
sections. Finally, the conclusion suggests lessons for future surveys and provides advice 
for handling data from the German GGS in empirical analyses.  
 
 

2. Possible distortions due to survey implementation  

After discovering and identifying the distortions in the German GGS, different 
explanations have been posited, but with limited success. Kreyenfeld and her colleagues 
came to the conclusion that “question wording, question placement and technical 
problems do not seem to be the major sources of error leading to the bias in the fertility 
histories” (Kreyenfeld, Hornung, and Kubisch 2013: 20). A paper by Sauer, 
Ruckdeschel, and Naderi (2012) instead concluded that the complexity of the 
retrospective histories could be a main source of distortion. In this paper we will 
elaborate upon this aspect.  

The literature on sources of distortion in surveys covers a wide range of topics, such 
as the characteristics of the event itself (saliency of event), respondent characteristics, 
and survey design (Blasius and Thiessen 2012). The design of the questionnaire is a 
decisive factor in the accuracy of answers, as is the interview situation. In this context 
most approaches explain interviewers’ and interviewees’ response behaviour and social 
desirability by rational choice theory (e.g., Stocké 2004, 2007). This also applies to the 
description and explanation of possible distortions in the German GGS, where rational 
choice theory offers a useful approach (e.g., Esser 1985, 1990; Tourangeau, Rips, and 
Rasinski 2000). Depending on the interview situation, rational behaviour on part of the 
interviewer as well as on the part of the interviewee is deemed to influence answers and 
lead to different outcomes. For respondents, the interview is usually an unfamiliar 
situation and at its outset most have little idea of how they are expected to act. At the 
same time the situation represents a so-called low-cost situation (Esser 1990: 232; 
Schräpler 2001: 26), i.e., respondents do not expect great gains or losses and will 
respond quasi-automatically (habitually). This means they typically answer truthfully, 
because lies would have to be constructed mentally before answering, and therefore 
require more effort. Nevertheless, the situation can change when questions are asked 
which the respondent does not want to answer or when interruptions, such as telephone 
calls or unexpected visits, occur. Likewise, the length of the interview can constitute a 
problem. Long interviews may lead to fatigue effects on the part of the interviewee. 
Some people may agree to participate in an interview as a result of some form of a 
compliance process. After answering a first set of questions, respondents might become 
disinterested or distracted as the questionnaire progresses (Krosnick and Presser 2010). 
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Therefore it might be rational behaviour on the part of the interviewees to shorten long 
and complex interviews. There are several possibilities to achieve this goal – the 
interviewee could abort the interview, but for some this might seem too confrontational. 
Other possibilities are generic answers, independent of the actual content of the 
question, such as always indicating the middle category (Schräpler 2001) or avoiding 
questions which lead to long follow-up questions. Based on the British General 
Household Survey, Murphy (2009: 130) found that particularly among older cohorts of 
women deliberate “under-reporting of childbearing is due to the circumstances of the 
survey interview, that, for example, some respondents may simply lose interest and 
report themselves as childless as a non-confrontational way of shortening the interview”.  

It is known from panel or longitudinal studies that responses are influenced by 
previous experience in the same or similar surveys, which can be interpreted as survey or 
panel conditioning or learning. Conditioning can occur within a single survey as well, if 
the responses to survey items placed in the later sections of a questionnaire are affected 
by experience gained from earlier sections (Duan et al. 2007). Screening items followed 
by subsequent questions, which is typical for retrospective questions, are prone to this 
kind of conditioning. After learning that answering such questions in a certain way can 
lengthen the interview, respondents might not answer subsequent screening items 
correctly in order to avoid follow-up questions (Hart, Rennison, and Gibson 2005; 
Matschinger, Bernert, and Angermeyer 2005; Duan et al. 2007; Savage and Waldman 
2008; Kreuter et al. 2011; Ní Bhrolcháin, Beaujouan, and Murphy 2011). Accordingly, 
survey responses in the later sections of a long questionnaire may be biased towards 
underreporting. 

Unlike respondents, interviewers know the interview situation well. Therefore it is 
up to them to define what is expected of the respondent. In addition, respondents who are 
uncertain about the intent of a question may ask the interviewer for clarification. This 
highlights the importance of the interviewer, and of adequate interviewer training (see 
Groves et al. 2009: 291ff; Schaeffer, Dykema, and Maynard 2010: 450ff for a detailed 
description of interviewer effects). In this context, rational behaviour once again might 
be a cause of distortion (Matschinger, Bernert, and Angermeyer 2005; Brüderl, 
Huyer-May, and Schmiedeberg 2013). In contrast to respondents, for interviewers the 
interview situation differs with respect to costs. Normally, interviewers are paid per 
interview, i.e., interviews may cause different levels of effort but the (financial) gain is 
always the same (Bredl et al. 2013: 4; Kennickell 2002). Meanwhile, poorly conducted 
interviews may lead to losing the job, and falsification also requires some effort. 
Therefore interviewers will choose the behaviour from which they expect the highest 
returns and the lowest costs. Several factors may affect these benefits and costs: 1) 
questionnaire characteristics, such as length, complexity, and intelligibility of questions, 
2) personal questions in the questionnaire which interviewers might be reluctant to ask 
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people they do not know, 3) organisational factors, such as inadequate remuneration, 
commitment and training of the interviewers, as well as 4) external factors, such as bad 
weather or a neighbourhood, in which interviewers do not feel comfortable (Crespi 
1945; Stewart and Flowerman 1951; Köhne-Finster and Güllner 2009). These factors 
may lead to “data fabrication” as an attractive option (Crespi 1945; Schräpler and 
Wagner 2003). We can distinguish between several forms of data fabrication: 1) an 
interviewer fabricates all responses for an entire questionnaire, 2) an interviewer asks 
some questions in an interview and fabricates the responses for the remaining questions, 
3) an interviewer deliberately misreports disposition codes and falsifies process data 
(e.g., the recording of a refusal case as ineligible for the sample), 4) an interviewer 
deliberately miscodes the answer to a question to avoid follow-up questions, and 5) an 
interviewer knowingly deviates from prescribed interviewing procedures, such as 
conducting an interview with someone who is easily accessible and willing to participate 
in place of the actually intended person (Schreiner, Pennie, and Newbrough 1988; 
Groves et al. 2009). Procedures 3) through 5) are likely the most frequent, because 
cheating interviewers try to “keep it simple” (Hood and Bushery 1997: 820). If surveys 
are intended to collect large amounts of retrospective data, accompanied by screening 
questions, it is “rational” for interviewers to shorten the interview by avoiding follow-up 
questions. Very similar effects are known from research on interviewer-related variation 
in network size (van Tilburg 1998; Marsden 2003; Wolf 2004; Brüderl, Huyer-May, and 
Schmiedeberg 2013). According to Brüderl and his colleagues (2013: 157), “almost half 
of the variation in network size in the German Family Panel is not ‘real’ but is due to 
more or less careful interviewer behaviour.”  

 
 

3. Implementation and distortions in the German GGS 

In order to derive hypotheses from these general considerations that could explain 
response patterns in the German GGS, we must first describe the questionnaire and its 
peculiarities (section 3.1), as well as the observed distortions in the retrospective parts of 
the German GGS in detail (section 3.2).  

 
 

3.1 Structure of the GGS questionnaire 

The GGS was designed as an extended pan-European follow-up to the Family and 
Fertility Surveys of the 1990s. Aimed at explaining demographic behaviour, it covers 
numerous demographic topics for respondents of a wide age range (18 to 79 years). Its 
focus is the process of childbearing, partnership dynamics, leaving home, and retiring. 
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Additionally, it includes a wide variety of context information from other domains of 
life, such as economic situation, housing conditions, and social networks. Against the 
background of these various demographic topics, the GGS provides information on the 
individual, partnership, and household levels, by integrating both retrospective and 
prospective approaches (Vikat et al. 2007). In accordance with these goals, the GGS 
questionnaire covers 11 different topics, namely household composition, information on 
children,4 on actual and previous partnerships, on household organisation, on parents 
and the parental home, on fertility, on health and well-being, on respondent’s activity 
and income (as well as the partner’s, if available), on household possessions, income, 
and transfers, and finally on value orientation and attitudes (see Core Questionnaire5). 
This information is attained in a very detailed manner. In Germany this resulted in 
interviews of about one hour in length on average. However, the duration of the 
interviews varied quite a lot – from 27 minutes to 2 hours and 44 minutes (Ruckdeschel 
et al. 2009: 4). If the topic of the survey appears important or interesting enough to the 
respondents, the length of the interview should not pose a problem (Groves, Presser, and 
Dipko 2004). However, the GGS mainly consists of collecting facts and figures, and 
contains only a small number of questions on personal opinions or values.  

The questions about children were divided into two blocks, one about children in 
the household (included in the household roster), the other on children not living in the 
household. Both blocks were featured separately in the questionnaire (see Figure 1). In 
between these two blocks the survey contained questions concerning the respondent’s 
social and educational background, his or her dwelling unit, and the organisation of 
childcare for children living in the respondent’s household. In a later part of the 
questionnaire the block on previous partnerships was placed after an extensive part on 
current partnership, including household organisation and partnership quality. The part 
on children living outside of the household as well as the part on previous partnerships 
started with a screening question.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4 Including childcare and information on resident, non-resident, step and adopted children.  
5 Available online: http://www.ggp-i.org/index.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_download&gid=46&It 
emid, extracted on: 2015-06-01. 

http://www.ggp-i.org/index.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_download&gid=46&Itemid
http://www.ggp-i.org/index.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_download&gid=46&Itemid
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Figure 1: Structure of the GGS questionnaire 

 
 
Own representation 

 
The target population of the German GGS consists of German-speaking persons 

aged 18 to 79 living in private households in Germany. The sample was taken through a 
multi-stage selection procedure6 and was carried out by TNS Infratest in the period of 
February to May 2005. The contents were collected using face-to-face interviews based 
on CAPI software on laptops. A total of 528 interviewers were deployed. They were 
prepared through written instructions that contained information on the selection 
procedure and on how to carry out the interviews. It should be noted that the average of 
roughly 19 interviews per interviewer varies from one interviewer to another. Nine 
interviewers did not complete a single interview, while 41 interviewers delivered 51 or 
more interviews (one interviewer carried out the maximum of 180 interviews). In total, 
10,017 analysable interviews were carried out, of which 7,760 took place in the Western 
and 2,257 in the Eastern Federal States (Ruckdeschel et al. 2009: 11f.).  

                                                           
6 First step: random selection of geographical units; second step: selection of households via random route 
technique; third step: selection of persons in household through Kish selection grid. 
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The socio-economic composition7 of the realized GGS sample does not show any 
peculiarities apart from typical survey bias problems, which can be shown by comparing 
the characteristic distribution of the German GGS with reference statistics8. Hence, we 
use the German Microcensus9, an official representative population sample containing 
not only structural population and labour market data but also (starting in 2008) 
information on the total number of children a woman has in her lifetime 10 . The 
comparison reveals deviations typical in surveys (see also Kreyenfeld et al. 2011; 
Kreyenfeld, Hornung, and Kubisch 2013; Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012). 
Respondents from one-person households appear less frequently in the actual sample of 
the GGS in comparison to the overall population in the Microcensus (26% to 35%). This 
could be explained by both the lower accessibility of economically active one-person 
households, and by the higher willingness of persons with children to participate in 
surveys such as the GGS (Festy and Prioux 2002; Hartmann and Schimpl-Neimanns 
1992: 320). In other GGS-participating countries this under-representation also 
occurred, although to a lesser extent (Statistik Austria 2009: 14). Regarding the age 
distribution, it can be ascertained that large parts of the GGS sample mirror findings 
from the official statistics accurately. Research shows that respondents with a higher 
level of schooling tend to be more willing to participate in surveys (Hartmann and 
Schimpl-Neimanns 1992; Schnell 1997; Koch 1998; Neller 2005; Loosveldt, Carton, 
and Pickery 2008). We reach the same conclusion for the German GGS, as well as for 
other GGS-participating countries such as Austria (Statistik Austria 2009: 14) and 
France (Regnier-Loilier 2006: 19). The composition of the population varies in terms of 
nationality, with 5.5% being non-nationals in the GGS and nearly 10% being foreigners 
in the Microcensus. One reason for this difference might be that the GGS concentrates 
on persons who are linguistically able to follow the interview. 

 

                                                           
7 i.e., age, sex, level of schooling, number of household members, and municipality type. 
8 Such a comparison should take into account whether effects exerted by different question and measurement 
concepts can be largely ruled out with the characteristics in both data sources. As far as the results of the 
official statistics are consulted as a reference, this condition is only met for a small number of characteristics of 
the social structure. 
9 Throughout this paper we used remote execution to access the Microcensus. Remote execution is the only 
form of access permitting the analysis of formally anonymised original data. Instead of direct access to the 
data, the users receive structural data records (dummy files) that resemble the original material with regard to 
the structure and values of the variables. With the help of these dummy files, evaluation programmes (syntax 
scripts) can be prepared using analysis programmes, which then are used by the statistical offices to analyse the 
original data. After a required confidentiality check, the users finally receive the results of this analysis (see 
Statistisches Bundesamt, available online: http://www.forschungsdatenzentrum.de/en/data_access.asp, 
extracted on: 2015-06-01). 
10 There have been problems in the Microcensus concerning underreporting of childlessness in older cohorts. 
For effects on the comparison with the GGS, see Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi (2012). 
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3.2 Distortions in the retrospective parts of the German GGS  

The comparison with the Microcensus confirms that there are distortions in the German 
GGS’ retrospective data. Figure 2 presents the proportion of childless women across 
cohorts. The curve of the GGS shows the deviations from the Microcensus mentioned 
above, i.e., there seems to be an overestimation of childless women for the cohort 1949 
and older, while for the 1955–64 cohorts there is an underestimation. Kreyenfeld et al. 
(2011) also draw this conclusion. By contrast, the results for the 1970–84 cohorts are 
similar to the Microcensus. Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi (2012: 18) show that the 
parity distribution of mothers is in fact satisfactory, i.e., the proportion of mothers with 
one, two, three, and four children does not show significant peculiarities in comparison 
to the Microcensus. Nevertheless, the GGS appears to provide a misleading picture of 
the overall trend of fertility in Germany (Kreyenfeld, Hornung, and Kubisch 2013; 
Vergauwen et al. 2015). 

 
Figure 2: Proportion of childless women by cohort, Microcensus 2008 and 

GGS 2005 

 
 
Notes: Women with German nationality living in Western Germany 
Microcensus cohorts start with 1933 
N=all members of selected cohorts in GGS 
Data sources: German GGS V 3.0 unweighted data; Microcensus by remote execution, own calculations  
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When looking at the second set of retrospective questions in the GGS, the 
partnership history, we find a similar picture.11 In the 1925–44 cohorts there is a large 
gap between the two data sources’ curves (see Figure 3). The lines converge for the 
1945–64 cohorts but for the 1965–69 cohorts the difference again increases. The results 
for the 1970–84 cohorts are again quite compatible with the Microcensus. All in all, the 
proportion of married women is too low in the older cohorts and too high in the younger 
ones. 

 
Figure 3: Proportion of married women by cohort, Microcensus 2005 and GGS 

2005 

 
Notes: Women with German nationality living in Western Germany 
N=all members of selected cohorts in GGS 
Data sources: German GGS V 3.0 unweighted data; Microcensus by remote execution, own calculations  

 
 

                                                           
11 In order to validate retrospective data on former partnerships, however, we must limit our analysis to marital 
status. Although it does not give any information on the number of former partnerships it is the only 
comparable indicator available in official statistics. 
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4. Hypotheses 

The literature shows that time-consuming surveys may cause particular distortions in 
data not when interviews are broken off but when one or both of the interview partners 
try to shorten the process (see section 2). Recurrent screening questions facilitate this 
action, as they allow for an easy abbreviation without offending the interview partner. In 
combination with learning effects, this could increase the risk of intentionally wrong 
answers to screening questions. In the GGS these conditions are met and distortions 
were found in the respective parts of the survey. With this assumption, we concentrate 
on purely methodological causes inherent to the questionnaire. There also may be other 
possible reasons, such as certain biographical events or personal feelings, for not 
mentioning former partners or children living outside the household. These cannot be 
detected with the available data. For this reason, we concentrate on technical questions 
where distortions should be systematic and produce recognisable patterns in the data.  

Our first hypothesis concerns the average length of the questionnaire of 57 minutes, 
and the maximum of 164 minutes (Ruckdeschel et al. 2009: 4). In combination with the 
recurring screening questions for the children and partner rosters, fatigue effects could 
have regularly occurred. 

 
H1 Follow-up questions to screening questions are more likely to remain unanswered 

by respondents in later parts than in earlier parts of the GGS.  
 
As far as respondents are concerned, we assume that they learned to recognise 

screening questions during the interview. The design of the GGS questionnaire was such 
that after affirmative answers on screening questions, a large number of subsequent 
questions followed. For all persons mentioned in the household, follow-up questions 
concerning sex, age, current activity etc. were added. Both the section on children living 
outside the household and that on previous partnerships started with a screening 
question. A reference to “following questions” made it especially obvious to 
respondents that there would be follow-up questions on the topic. This may particularly 
be the case for data on previous partnerships, because respondents could have already 
learned from the household and children roster how to shorten the interview. 
Respondents who answered questions on children living outside the household, which 
was the first block of retrospective data initiated by a screening question, learned that the 
procedure was time-consuming and they might have omitted previous partners. Our 
second hypothesis therefore reads as follows:  

 
H2 The answers to screening questions are more likely to be negated by respondents in 

later parts than in earlier parts of the survey.  
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On the other hand, the complexity and length of the survey tempts not only 
respondents but also the interviewers themselves to shorten an interview. This is 
especially applicable if interviewers are paid per interview, regardless of its length, such 
as in the German GGS. This could provide incentives to miscode the answers in order to 
avoid follow-up questions and to save time. In comparison to respondents, interviewers 
have the advantage of having better knowledge about the procedure and hence know the 
possibilities of shortening an interview undetected. Negations should affect the sections 
on children living outside the household and on partnerships. This is an effect which is 
expected to differ for inexperienced and experienced interviewers. Inexperienced 
interviewers learn over the course of the fieldwork. This means that with an increasing 
number of interviews the interviewers would learn how to shorten the process to their 
advantage: 

 
H3 In interviews conducted by inexperienced interviewers the answers to screening 

questions are more likely to be negative in later than in earlier interviews. 
 

Experienced interviewers who have already conducted other surveys do not have to 
learn how to take shortcuts during interviewing for the GGS. They already know how to 
keep interviews short without attracting attention. They also know how to keep the 
probability of discovery low. 

 
H4 Experienced interviewers are more likely to have more and shorter interviews, with 

a lesser percentage of willingness to be recontacted than the average.  
 
 

5. Method 

Based on these hypotheses, our aim is to find explanations for the distortions in the 
German GGS by identifying problematic interviews and interviewers. The separation 
into interviewee and interviewer effects is purely analytical because the result of an 
interview is always dependent on the interview situation, which is in turn influenced by 
the interaction of both partners. In our context, it is problematic to filter out the effects of 
this interaction. Therefore we concentrate on both parties separately.  

In order to test our hypotheses on interviewees (H1 and H2) in the German GGS we 
will concentrate on German nationals born between 1925 and 1987 in order to make the 
comparison as homogenous as possible. Because we focus mainly on fertility 
biographies, we limit our analyses to German women who live in the western Federal 
States of Germany (excluding Berlin). We do not consider the eastern Federal States of 
Germany because the demographic situation in the eastern states is still very different 
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from that in the western states. Respondents are defined as Western Germans by the 
region they lived in at the time of the interview. The German GGS 
(GGS_Wave1_Germany_V3.0) contains 10,017 responses. After having selected 
females with German citizenship within the 1925-87 cohorts who are resident in the 
Western States of Germany, the sample size is reduced to 3,864 respondents. 

In order to test our hypotheses on interviewers (H3 and H4) we will concentrate our 
monitoring on interviewers with ten or more interviews, to get enough variance for our 
tests and models. Furthermore, a large number of interviewers only conducted a very 
small number of interviews. This could lead to extreme parameter values on the one 
hand, yet on the other hand should have only a small effect on total results. We do not 
exclude male respondents from these analyses, as we want to ensure that all of an 
interviewer’s interviews are analysed. This leaves us with 275 interviewers 12 who 
conducted 8,861 interviews. Nonetheless, it is nearly impossible to decide which 
interviews are problematic by looking at answers ex-post. Although, for example, 
mothers who have never been married should be less common in older cohorts, they 
nevertheless exist and we have no means of separating ‘true’ answers from ‘false’ ones. 
There are no general solutions, but indicators must be chosen in accordance with the 
questionnaire in a case-sensitive manner. One possibility of finding at least hints of what 
went wrong is to try to recognize conspicuous patterns in the answers. With the GGS, 
this means that we examine in greater detail the answers to screening questions, because 
they provide an easy route to shortening the interview and are prone to the learning 
effect as they occur several times in the questionnaire. Regarding interviewees, we are 
looking for systematic missings after screening questions and their development over 
the course of the interview (H1, H2). Regarding interviewers, contacting alleged 
interviewees to enquire about the interviews is insufficient. With this method only fully 
faked results can be found, which are usually only made by inexperienced interviewers 
(Menold et al. 2013: 26; Storfinger and Winker 2013: 63; Hyman et al. 1954; Reuband 
1990). Experienced interviewers only falsify parts of the interview, and this is even more 
difficult to detect by statistical means.  

We applied logistic regression analysis to detect conspicuous interviewers (H3). 
Using cluster analysis, we tried to identify groups of interviewers with similar outcomes, 
determining the significance of the different separating factors with a discriminant 
analysis (H4). As opposed to experimental studies with known falsifiers, we cannot 
offer any proof that certain interviewers were problematic. We can merely offer 
probabilities that individual interviewers have an enhanced likelihood to skip certain 
questions, as well as which parts of the data are problematic. Generally, as we cannot 

                                                           
12 In fact, we have the information on laptop numbers. 519 interviewers used 524 laptops. Hence, we assume 
that laptop and interviewer number are identical. 



Ruckdeschel, Sauer & Naderi: Reliability of retrospective event histories within the German GGS 

334 http://www.demographic-research.org 

know ex-post which interviews were actually falsified, we can only produce soft 
indicators, rather than hard statistical proof, of problematic data. 

 
 

6. Results  

We assume that the distortions in the GGS are caused by survey design and 
implementation, which affect both the respondents (H1 and H2) and the interviewers 
(H3 and H4).  
 
 
6.1 Causes of distortion on the part of the interviewee 

To test whether there might be fatigue and learning or conditioning effects due to the 
length and complexity of the GGS questionnaire, we look at three points: 1) increasing 
response gaps during the course of the interview, 2) more biased survey responses on 
screening questions in the later sections of the survey, 3) a surprisingly high proportion 
of mothers who were never married in older cohorts.  
 
 
6.1.1 Response gap 

To test the first hypothesis, we constructed a variable which we called “response gap”. A 
response gap exists if screening questions were positively answered, but there was no 
further information on this aspect. In the case of a response gap, respondents might have 
realised that their answer led to a lot of follow-up questions and therefore after the 
screening question they decided to give no further information13. If there were fatigue 
effects, this response gap should have increased during the course of the interview. This 
means that the response gap concerning information on the household roster should be 
lower than the response gap on information on children living outside the household, 
which again should be lower than the response gap on information on previous 
partnerships. 

 

                                                           
13 As stated in section 5, missing information in the data cannot be attributed positively as intentionally wrong. 
Furthermore, it is not clear whether it is caused by an interviewer not asking the follow-up question. Fatigue 
(and the wish to terminate the interview) on the part of this interviewer could also play a role. 
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Figure 4: Response gaps during the course of the interview, GGS 2005 

 
 
Notes:  Women with German citizenship living in Western Germany 
* 2,348 women indicated that they live together with a partner in the household. As one respondent mentioned four partners in the 

household, we excluded this case. 
Data sources:  German GGS V 3.0 unweighted data 

 
In total, out of our sample of 3,864 women, 1,765 indicated that they had children 

in the household and 2,434 indicated that they were living together with a partner in the 
household (see Figure 4). We did not find any case in which further information on these 
children or partners is missing. As the household roster was the first block of questions 
of the interview this is no surprise. 1,293 women indicated that they had children outside 
the household. 60 of them did not give any further information on status of the children 
and 62 did not give any further information on the children’s birth year, which represents 
response gaps of 4.6% and 4.8%, respectively. When looking at the response gap 
regarding previous partnerships, out of 996 women who indicated a previous partnership 
90 women did not give any further information, which reflects a proportion of about 9%. 
This means that during the course of the interview the proportion of missing answers or 
the response gap increased, which can be interpreted as a hint that the assumption of a 
fatigue effect holds true. In only six cases are the respondents who did not give any 
further information on children outside the household the same as those who did not give 
any further information on previous partnerships. Therefore we can exclude the 
possibility that there are respondents who are generally unable or unwilling to 
understand the questions and the interview procedure. These results offer strong support 
for H1.  
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6.1.2 Increase of biased survey responses to screening questions in later sections of 
the survey 

In H2 we also hypothesized that during an interview respondents might learn that it 
could be beneficial to answer “no” to questions that will be followed by loops. Therefore 
we tested if survey responses to screening questions in later sections, such as previous 
partnerships, are more biased towards underreporting than screening questions in earlier 
sections, such as children outside the household. This should hold true especially for 
older birth cohorts who have children outside the household and who might have had 
several previous partnerships. We can see that for the cohorts 1949 and older, the 
proportion of childless women is about ten percentage points higher in the German GGS 
than in the Microcensus (see Figure 2 in section 3), while the proportion of married 
women in the GGS is underestimated by 30 percentage points in the 1925–29 cohort, by 
25 percentage points in the 1930–34 cohort, by 20 percentage points in the 1935–39 
cohort, and so on (see Figure 3 in section 3). This clearly shows that in the German GGS 
underreporting is higher in later sections. These results are supported by the work of 
Vergauwen and his colleagues (2015), who tested the quality of demographic data in the 
first wave of the GGS in 14 participating countries. For instance, they calculated the 
period and the total cohort fertility rate as well as the period and the cohort total female 
first marriage rate in GGS data and compared it with official statistics, where available. 
In countries such as France, the Netherlands, and Norway the total cohort fertility rate is 
reflected quite accurately, while in countries such as Bulgaria and Germany these results 
are distorted. In contrast to Bulgaria and Germany, countries with a less distorted 
representation of fertility implemented control questions14 in order to avoid mistakes. 
They asked questions such as “Do you really have no children?” in countries such as 
Austria, France, and the Netherlands. This might be an explanation for the varying 
results. In Germany such a question was not asked in order to implement the core 
questionnaire as accurately as possible. Another reason for omitting control questions 
was that we tried not to annoy respondents with interviewers apparently doubting their 
answers. The benefit of control questions is clear, however, when looking at the cohort 
female first-marriage rate. This is constructed by using the information on previous 
partnerships and was implemented without control questions in all the participating 
countries. In fact, it is underrepresented in the older cohorts in nearly all countries 
(Vergauwen et al. 2015). Generating demographic fertility indicators from retrospective 
event history data might be a specific German GGS problem, but generating 
demographic partnership indicators from retrospective event history data is a problem in 
nearly all GGS-participant countries. We trace this back to a combined fatigue and 

                                                           
14 The term “control questions” refers to questions that summarize information and ask the interviewee to 
confirm this result; e.g., “Is it true that you have given birth to x children altogether?” 
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survey conditioning effect of respondents or interviewers who learned to identify 
screening questions over the course of the interview. As a consequence, and in line with 
H1 and H2, survey responses to screening questions in later sections, such as previous 
partnerships, are more biased towards underreporting than responses to such questions 
in earlier sections. 
 
 
6.1.3 Mothers who were never married in older cohorts 

If interviewees learned that shortening interviews by negating screening questions is 
effective (H2), then interviewees who had the chance to ‘learn’ this in earlier parts of the 
questionnaire (children roster) should have turned down the next screening question 
(partner roster) as well. In the GGS this means that 
  

a) interviewees who have a response gap for the children roster could have 
learned for the partner roster to deny any previous partnerships, instead of 
indicating “yes” and then giving no further information. 

b) interviewees who answered all the questions on the children roster could 
have a higher propensity to deny any previous partnerships in order to 
avoid answering the next round of loops.  

 
Part one of our assumption is easily tested. Out of the 60 respondents who indicated 

that they have children outside the household but who did not give any further 
information, 33 (55%) answered “no” when asked about previous partnerships, 16 
(27%) did not answer the question at all (no response), and only 11 (18%) indicated that 
they had previous partnerships. Out of these 11 interviewees, 6 answered the follow-up 
questions on previous partnership and 5 refused further information. This means that 
more than 80% of the respondents with a response gap for children denied the existence 
of former partners in their lives. This result is only an indicator that a learning effect in 
the proposed way could have taken place. Actual proof would require more information. 

As another learning effect, respondents who actually experienced the first set of 
screening questions could have tried to avoid the second loop in partnership history. The 
high proportion of mothers who were never married in the older cohorts could be an 
indicator of this combination of fatigue effect and survey conditioning (see Figure 5). At 
about 70%, the proportion of mothers within the group of women who were never 
married is much too high for the older and the middle-aged cohorts. This finding 
contradicts all known facts about the link between marriage and birth in Western 
Germany (Dorbritz 2008; Kreyenfeld, Konietzka, and Walke 2011: 171). In fact, the 
results for mothers who were never married should be the other way round, i.e., very low 
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for the older cohorts and slightly higher for the younger ones (Dorbritz 2008: 573; 
Grünheid 2011). 

 
Figure 5: Proportion of mothers among all never-married women by cohort, 

GGS 2005 and Microcensus 2008 

 
 
Notes:  Women with German citizenship living in Western Germany 
Data sources:  German GGS V 3.0 unweighted data; Microcensus by remote execution, own calculations  

 

Avoiding the questions on previous partnerships would be especially tempting for 
mothers who had already answered the questions on children living outside the 
household, i.e., those who had experienced loops earlier in the survey (H2). However, to 
construct the marital status of a woman who does not have a partner at the time of the 
interview, the answers to the questions on previous partnerships are needed. If the 
woman avoided these questions because she had already answered a lot of questions 
concerning her children living outside the household she would be coded as a 
“never-married” mother without a partner, instead of being widowed or divorced. We 
cannot distinguish between false and true answers at the individual level. We therefore 
tested this assumption on the macro level by comparing the sum of the proportion of 
widowed, divorced, and mothers who were never married of all women in the GGS with 
that in the Microcensus. These sums should be more or less equal if in the GGS widowed 
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and divorced mothers are wrongly coded as “never-married”. Figure 6 shows that the 
differences between the sums of all currently not married mothers, i.e., the sum of the 
proportions of mothers who never have been married, who are actually divorced, or who 
are actually widowed in the Microcensus and in the GGS never exceed 4%. Statistical 
tests show that the differences are indeed insignificant15 in the three older cohorts. 
However, if we differentiate between the three categories and only look at mothers who 
were never married, the differences between the GGS and Microcensus are significant in 
all cohorts. While we find that less than 1% of all mothers were never married in the 
Microcensus for the 1933–39 cohorts, the GGS lists a rate of about 20%. These 
differences diminish across the cohorts, from 20% for the oldest cohorts to 12% for the 
1940–49 cohorts to 8% and 7% for the two younger cohorts, respectively. The results are 
reversed for the proportions of widowed and divorced mothers. These findings support 
our assumption that mothers who are currently single were wrongly coded as never 
having been married because the interviewee or the interviewer avoided the questions on 
former partnerships, and thus no information on former partners was given. Judging 
solely from the survey results, it is impossible to differentiate between miscoded and 
actually divorced or widowed mothers. It can be assumed that in the middle-aged 
cohorts, in which divorce rates are higher (Dorbritz 2008), there should be a higher 
proportion of divorced mothers, while in the older cohorts widowhood should prevail. It 
is very likely that in many cases either the respondents or the interviewers avoided 
starting the loop on partnership. 

 

                                                           
15 Test for comparing two proportions, 5% level. Because of its large number of cases the Microcensus was 
used as the basic population in this test. 
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Figure 6: Proportion of never married or widowed/divorced mothers in 
relation to all women of the respective cohort, Microcensus 2008 and 
GGS 2005 

 
 
Notes:  Women with German nationality living in Western Germany 
Data sources:  German GGS V 3.0 unweighted data; Microcensus by remote execution, own calculations  

 
 
6.2 Causes of distortion on the part of the interviewer 

We assumed that not only respondents but also rational interviewers would be tempted 
to shorten interviews. This is especially applicable if interviewers are paid per interview, 
regardless of interview length, such as in the German GGS. In order to detect 
interviewer falsification, TNS Infratest used the so-called “verification method” by 
re-contacting a sample of an interviewer’s assigned interviewees to verify that their 
interviews were conducted correctly (Ruckdeschel et al. 2009: 11). If only parts of the 
interview, such as the retrospective questions, where omitted, this would have gone 
undetected by the verification method, because respondents would have answered that 
the interview itself was indeed conducted. In any case, the effectiveness of random 
recontacting is often doubted because the number of detected conspicuous interviews is 
typically low. (For an overview see Bredl et al. 2013: 12ff). 

Taking the different socio-demographic characteristics of the interviewers into 
account, recent studies analyse interviewer effects with multi-stage models, among other 
methods. Unfortunately, the information on interviewers made available to us by TNS 
Infratest provides little insight: all we know is which interviews were assigned to which 
interviewer and at what exact date they were carried out. Therefore we tried two indirect 
explorative approaches to identifying possible interviewer mistakes. In both approaches 
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it is assumed that at least in partly fabricated interviews, an increased likelihood exists 
that those answers are given which lead to the avoidance of follow-up questions and 
therefore to a shortening of the interview.  
 
 
6.2.1 Learning effects of inexperienced interviewers 

In our first approach to interviewer control, we assumed that there could be a learning 
effect over the course of the fieldwork. We hypothesized that with an increasing number 
of interviews, the interviewers would learn how to shorten the process to their 
advantage. Nevertheless, we know that our interviewers were quite experienced in the 
first place and that they probably realised right away where and how to shorten the 
interview. Therefore this method will only be partly successful, mainly with 
inexperienced interviewers (e.g., Storfinger and Winker 2013: 63). We assume that the 
tendency to shorten interviews is a trait of the interviewer that is independent of 
characteristics of the interviewee such as sex, age, or region. Therefore we must evaluate 
all of an interviewer’s interviews and expand our sample to all interviews of 
interviewers with 10 or more interviews. 

To test this hypothesis, in a first step we calculated a simple logistic regression 
approach by taking the answer to the question of whether there were children outside the 
household as a dichotomous dependent variable 16 . We applied the order 17  of the 
interviews as an independent variable. Additionally, we controlled for the age of the 
respondent, because the fact of having children who have already left home is strongly 
dependent on the age of the respondent (i.e., the parent). The results of the logistic 
regression analysis revealed no significant effect of the order of the interview (see Table 
1). As expected, with increasing age of the respondent the probability of having children 
outside the household increases. Thus, the age of the respondent has a significant effect. 
In a second step we then repeated this analysis separately for each interviewer, i.e., we 
computed 275 regression models by taking the answer to the question of if there were 
children outside the household as a dichotomous dependent variable. As a result, we 
identified 8 interviewers who completed 468 interviews in total where the order of the 
interview had a significant effect on the probability of having a child not residing in the 
household. Of these 8 interviewers, 4 show a significant negative effect, which supports 
our assumption that they learned how to shorten interviews. The other 4 interviewers 
have a significant positive effect, which supports the idea of unskilled interviewers who 
learn how to handle the questionnaire better with each interview. Although the effect is 

                                                           
16 Coded as 1 − “yes” and 0 − “no”. 
17 This means that the interviews assigned to one interviewer are listed in the order they were carried out, i.e., 
number 1 symbolises the first interview, number 2 the second one, and so on. 
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opposite, the result for the quality of the data is also negative. Eight interviewers who 
completed 468 interviews constitute about 5% of all interviews and the results are no 
real proof of our assumptions. When we left these interviews out of our calculations we 
found slight reductions of about 1 to 2 percentage points of childlessness in the 1925–39 
cohorts. 

We also checked for learning effects of interviewers in the section on partnership 
history. Again, in a first step we used a simple logistic regression model with previous 
partnerships 18  as the dependent variable and the order of the interview as the 
explanatory variable. As in the fertility history, age should have a positive influence in 
the partnership history. The probability of having lived together with a previous partner 
should increase with age, although social norms in Germany were such that in older 
cohorts the number of previous partnerships should be quite limited (Schmidt et al. 
2006: 27f). The results of the logistic regression revealed a strong significant effect for 
age of the respondent and a weaker significant effect for order of the interview, which is 
a clear indicator of a fatigue effect. Again, in a second step we tested interviewers 
individually and identified 13 interviewers with significant effects regarding previous 
partnerships. Six out of these 13 had a significant negative effect on the probability of 
having previous partnerships, which is consistent with our assumption. The other 7 
showed significant positive effects, which again indicates a possible learning effect in 
terms of improved handling of the questionnaire. These 13 interviewers conducted a 
total of 907 interviews. In comparison to the interviewer control on fertility history, two 
aspects must be mentioned. First, there are more questionable interviewers here than in 
the fertility history analysis, which can be explained by the fact that the questions 
concerning partnership history occur in a later section of the questionnaire. There could 
be a fatigue or conditioning effect during the interview, with more interviewers or 
interviewees omitting this second block of loops. Second, the interviewers who are 
problematic in the section on fertility history are not the same as the ones who are 
problematic in the section on partnership history. There are two explanations for this. On 
the one hand, interviewers may not always falsify systematically but rather somewhat 
erratically, while we only used a very conservative and simple test to detect them. On the 
other hand, again, the effect is not necessarily caused by interviewers only, but could 
also be caused by respondents. However, regardless of the actual cause, the effect on the 
data quality is negative. 

 
 

                                                           
18 Coded as 1- “yes” and 0-“no”. 
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Table 1: Logistic regression models for the effect of the order of interview on 
answers to screening questions 

 
 
Variables 

Model 1 
children living outside the 
household  
(exp (b)) 

Modell2 
former 
partnerships 
(exp (b)) 

Age 1.116*** 1.012*** 
Order of interview 0.999 0.998* 
Constant 0.002*** 0.192 
N 8,809 8,667 
R² 0.482 0.010 

 
Data sources: German GGS V 3.0 unweighted data; own calculations  
Statistical significance = ***: p<0.001; **: p<0.01; *: p<0.05 

 
 

6.2.2 Learning effects of experienced interviewers 

Both analyses presented in the previous section share the assumption that as time 
progressed, interviewers learned how to shorten interviews. However, some 
interviewers might be very experienced because they have already conducted other large 
surveys and learned how to take shortcuts before interviewing for the GGS. This 
possibility led us to develop another test to examine whether interviewers may have 
deliberately shortened the interview. We already identified the screening questions on 
children living outside the household and on former partnerships as crucial points. 
Further on, we assumed that conspicuous interviewers would carry out more and shorter 
interviews than the average, in order to increase their (financial) gain. We assumed that 
interviewers who fabricated all or some responses in the questionnaire would indicate 
that the respondents were not willing to be recontacted, in order to avoid detection in the 
second wave. Therefore we also included the interviewees’ willingness to be recontacted 
as an indicator of fraudulence. The results of a comparison of the mean value of the 
willingness to be recontacted per interviewer supported our assumption: while the 
average level of willingness to be recontacted was 64%, we identified 32 interviewers 
who reported a 0% willingness to be recontacted and a further 17 interviewers who 
reported a willingness to be recontacted of 10% or less (see appendix table A1). In one 
case, 130 interviews were carried out without a single respondent agreeing to be 
recontacted. In all, these 49 interviewers conducted 1,390 interviews, with only 30 
respondents who were willing to participate in a second wave. Additionally, we used 
cluster analysis to try to identify groups of interviewers with similar interviewer 
outcomes. We included as indicators the share of negative answers to the screening 
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questions on (1) children living outside the household, (2) former partnerships, (3) mean 
duration, (4) number of interviews, and (5) mean willingness to be recontacted.  

As a result of the cluster analysis 19  we obtained two groups, one with 267 
interviewers and the other with 8 interviewers. To find out which of the items were 
mainly responsible for the separation into two groups we performed a discriminant 
analysis20, which produced a very clear separation between the two groups: 98.9% of the 
cases were separated correctly. In comparison with the larger group, the smaller group 
has a higher percentage of negative answers on children living outside the household as 
well as on the question of former partnerships (see Table 2). It has a mean of 147.5 
interviews per interviewer and a duration of 42.4 minutes, while the larger group has 
28.8 interviews and 59.7 minutes. The percentage of respondents willing to be 
recontacted is 35.2 in comparison to 38.5 in the larger group. However, the results of the 
discriminant analysis show that only mean number and duration of interviews 
discriminate significantly between the two groups. These are the two items that indicate 
the direct positive output, i.e., the gain an interviewer gets from shortening interviews. 

 
Table 2: Description of variables of the discriminant analysis 

 
 
Mean 

group 1:  
inconspicuous 
interviewers 

group 2:  
conspicuous 
interviewers 

Proportion of interviewees without 
nonresident children 

63.4 66.3 

Proportion of interviewees without 
former partner 

73.7 78.2 

Proportion of interviewees not 
willing to be recontacted 

38.5 35.2 

Number of interviews 28.7 147.5 
Duration of interviews 59.6 42.4 
N  267 8 

 
Data sources:  German GGS V 3.0 unweighted data; own calculations  

 
Excluding these eight conspicuous interviewers did not lead to large changes in the 

results for childlessness or the share of single women. Taking the share of childless 
women from Western Germany without problematic interviewers into consideration, 
then in the older birth cohorts we have an approximation of two percentage points 
compared to the results of the Microcensus. Excluding conspicuous interviewers from 

                                                           
19 Measure of distance: squared Euclidian distance. 
20 Eigenvalue: 0.956; Wilks Lambda: 0.511; p<0.001. 
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the analysis, therefore, hardly reduces the total amount of distortion, which is in line 
with results from other studies concerning the “quality” of fabricated interviews 
(Reuband 1990; Schnell 1991; Koch 1995; Schräpler and Wagner 2003). Therefore, we 
refrain from advising excluding suspicious interviewers from the data, as although we 
have strong indicators for problems with these interviewers we cannot definitively prove 
that their results were faulty, or which interviews were affected.  

 
 

7. Conclusion and outlook 

The GGS is a highly ambitious project with a complex and extensive questionnaire. This 
complexity might make the survey prone to distortion. We tested hypotheses about 
possible distortions using data from the German GGS. Indeed, problems did show up in 
complex parts of the survey. Compared with the Microcensus, there are severe 
distortions in the retrospective data on both fertility and partnership in the 2005 German 
GGS. In fertility histories there is a strong overestimation of childless women in older 
cohorts as well as an underestimation of this group in middle-aged cohorts. Regarding 
partnership histories, in our data we find too many women who were never married in 
the older cohorts, and too many married women in the younger cohorts.  

We related these problems to interviewers and interviewees behaving as rational 
actors, for whom the length, complexity, and structure of the questionnaire offered 
advantageous conditions to shorten interviews by recording or giving incorrect answers. 
We suggest that the questionnaire might have been too demanding for respondents 
and/or interviewers. It produced very time-consuming interviews, which could have led 
to fatigue effects as well as to conditioning and avoidance strategies concerning broad 
(follow-up) questions. The length and level of detail are considered as problems for both 
interviewers and respondents, who may have consequently tried to shorten the time of 
the survey rather than answering correctly and thoughtfully. Respondents only had the 
opportunity to learn how to detect screening questions and how to omit a longer block of 
follow-up questions during the one interview they participated in. It is therefore assumed 
that problems specifically arise in the second block of retrospective questions, i.e., the 
one on partnerships. We found proof of this assumption in the overrepresentation of 
mothers who were never married, as well as in the fact that in international comparison, 
nearly all survey results regarding first marriage rates are distorted. For interviewers, we 
assumed that they were incentivized to conduct short interviews, as they were paid by 
interview and not by the hour. Unlike respondents, with every additional interview 
interviewers had the possibility of learning how to shorten interviews. We can show that 
several interviewers showed learning effects, i.e., that the order of some individual 
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interviewers’ results had a significant effect on the probability of answers relating to the 
probability of having had a previous partnership. 

We also tested for interviewer effects in several other ways. We consistently found 
indications that there was incorrect coding that affected the quality of the data, although 
each of them alone was too small to account for the full extent of the distortions in the 
survey. We therefore conclude that the complexity and length of the survey has 
combined effects on both respondents and interviewers.  

As the GGS is an internationally comparable survey based on nearly the same 
instrument and design in all participating countries, it could be assumed that these 
distortions and effects would appear in all countries. However, these effects occur only 
if no control questions are implemented. The original questionnaire featured no control 
questions, although they could have reduced the risk of incorrect coding immensely. The 
original questionnaire served as a template for the national questionnaires, while 
requesting that they should not be altered for the sake of international comparison (Vikat 
et al. 2005: 17). Regarding fertility, this means that these effects are a particularly 
German data problem, because most of the other countries implemented control 
questions. Regarding previous partnerships, no control questions were implemented in 
any country, so that information on this part is underrepresented in the older cohorts in 
nearly all countries with comparable official data.  

Our findings lead to several suggestions concerning survey design. An important 
aspect of our problem is that the retrospective dates were only collected through a list of 
standard questions. Context-based strategies, such as an event-history calendar, might 
be helpful, especially if the target population has a broad age range and events might be 
difficult to recall. Furthermore, the information on children and on partnerships was 
spread out over different blocks, which gives room for incomplete reporting. Perhaps, in 
the case of long questionnaires, it might be useful to change the placement of questions 
and to ask these questions within one (short) block. Along with this comes the 
suggestion of using as few screening questions and filters as possible, as they are a 
constant source of possible errors and unintended shortcuts. Moreover, the topic of the 
questionnaire should be presented to the respondents in an interesting manner, especially 
if the interviews are long, in order to keep them engaged. Furthermore, the overall length 
of the questionnaire must be considered. While more and detailed information is 
appreciated, it should be questioned if this degree of detail outweighs the disadvantages 
of the possible fatigue and avoidance strategies inherent in long interviews. 
Furthermore, if the survey design is highly complex, control mechanisms in the form of 
simple control questions must be considered. In this case, the advantage of avoiding 
undetectable incorrect coding outweighs the disadvantage of more time-consuming 
interviews. 
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We can also show that the role of interviewers is of major importance for the 
quality of interviews. For survey planning, this means that interviewer training and 
motivation – especially the method of payment – is a crucial factor for the entire survey 
process. Efficient mechanisms of interviewer control during fieldwork should also be 
considered. Another measure worth instituting might be limiting the maximum number 
of interviews a single interviewer can conduct, because, as in the case of the GGS, many 
interviewers reduce the effect of individual wrongdoers. However, interviewers with a 
large number of interviews are more experienced and normally handle difficult 
questionnaires better, i.e., there would be less positive learning effects in certain sections 
of the questionnaire. These pros and cons must be balanced for any future survey, 
especially the need for detailed information and the respondents’ right to a quick and 
simple interview.  

It is essential for all surveys that deviations in the data are carefully analysed before 
constructing weights. Problems related to the sampling procedure may bias the data, but 
can be corrected by weighting. However, incorrect coding − as we found it in parts of the 
retrospective data of the German GGS − cannot be adjusted by weighting. As the wrong 
coding cannot be traced back to the individual level, these errors cannot be corrected 
methodically and weighting will not solve the problem.  

This leaves the question of how to proceed with the data from the German GGS. 
We can restrict the problem of incorrect coding in retrospective data to the cohorts born 
in 1955 and before. In another paper (Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012), we showed 
that discrepancies in the Microcensus among the younger cohorts were mainly caused 
by random effects, such as the accessibility of respondents. We could narrow the faulty 
data down even further to those who did not indicate any past events. Thus, those 
respondents in the older cohorts indicating no events are of concern to us. Here, we do 
not know if the missing event is truthful or an avoidance effect. For research questions 
regarding fertility or partnership history in the older cohorts, we therefore recommend 
avoiding their use altogether. As our comparison with the Microcensus has shown, the 
part of the GGS that deals with the actual situation of the respondents shows errors 
similar to comparable surveys. The data have already been worked with extensively, and 
no comparable problems occurred in these cases. This includes studies on fertility 
intentions (Höhn, Ette, and Ruckdeschel 2006), social capital and fertility (Di Giulio et 
al. 2012; Beyreuther and Lück 2012, Ette and Ruckdeschel 2007), the process of leaving 
the parental home (Windzio and Aybek 2010, 2012), loneliness of older migrants 
(Micheel and Naderi 2009), living apart together (Dorbritz 2009), and living 
arrangements (Kreyenfeld, Konietzka, and Hornung 2009). Therefore the rest of the data 
are perfectly suitable for all sorts of research questions. 
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Appendix  

Table A1: Laptop/interviewer number and willingness to be recontacted 
Laptop number Number of realized 

interviews 
Number of respondents who agree to be 
recontacted 
         N                    in % 

1 130 0 0 
2 80 0 0 
3 50 0 0 
4 40 0 0 
5 36 0 0 
6 34 0 0 
7 33 0 0 
8 31 0 0 
9 30 0 0 

10 29 0 0 
11 29 0 0 
12 28 0 0 
13 27 0 0 
14 26 0 0 
15 24 0 0 
16 22 0 0 
17 20 0 0 
18 19 0 0 
19 18 0 0 
20 17 0 0 
21 16 0 0 
22 15 0 0 
23 14 0 0 
24 12 0 0 
25 12 0 0 
26 11 0 0 
27 11 0 0 
28 10 0 0 
29 10 0 0 
30 10 0 0 
31 10 0 0 
32 10 0 0 
33 90 1 1.11 
34 50 1 2.00 
35 40 1 2.50 
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Table A1: (Continued) 
Laptop number Number of realized 

interviews 
Number of respondents who agree to be 
recontacted 
         N                    in % 

36 24 1 4.17 
37 22 1 4.55 
38 15 1 6.67 
39 28 2 7.14 
40 27 2 7.41 
41 13 1 7.69 
42 61 5 8.20 
43 48 4 8.33 
44 12 1 8.33 
45 23 2 8.70 
46 11 1 9.09 
47 21 2 9.52 
48 31 3 9.68 
49 10 1 10.00 

Total 1,390 30  
25 laptop numbers 645 167 11-40 % 
30 laptop numbers 658 337 41-60 % 

 
Own representation 
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