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Methodological Improvements Begin with April 2024 Preliminary Release April 5, 2024 %’*% i w\cﬁ*\g
Joanne Hsu, PhD, Director

Since the University of Michigan began collecting the first Surveys of Consumers in 1946, the methodology of the
surveys has routinely evolved in light of scientific advancements in data collection as well as societal changes in
communication. Over the next four months, the Surveys of Consumers will be transitioning from its current method of
interviewing via cellular phones with random digit dialing to interviewing via web surveys with address-based sampling.
Starting with the preliminary release of April data, we will be supplementing the existing 600 targeted phone interviews
per month with additional web interviews such that the monthly sample consists of 75% phone interviews and 25% web
interviews. In May, half of the interviews will be collected via phone and half via web, and in June, 75% will be collected
via web and 25% via phone. Starting with July’s preliminary release, all data will be collected via web, with a target
sample size of about 900 to 1,000 interviews per month.

This gradual transition smooths any differences between the two data collections across four months, ensures the
continued integrity of the time series data, and is informed by over seven years of running a parallel data collection via the
web alongside the official phone data collection. Our research shows that the Index of Consumer Sentiment exhibits a
remarkably strong 0.97 time series correlation between the two data collection methods. The methodological design of the
transition is consistent with the recommendations of the American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR)

Task Force on Transitions from Telephone Surveys to Self-Administered and Mixed-Mode Surveys. Technical details
about the transition are available here and posted on the Survey Information tab of our data website.

The web-only surveys will maintain the key features of the current surveys:

e The data collection and twice-monthly release schedule will continue without any changes;

e Data dissemination methods remain the same;

e All core interview questions, including qualitative items, have been adapted for web and designed for both
personal computers and mobile devices;

e The rotating panel design will continue;

e The target population remains adults aged 18 and older residing in the coterminous United States.

Summary of implications for data users

e Data users will be able to download and access these data in exactly the same manner and schedule as they are
currently. Current headline data will continue to be posted at www.sca.isr.umich.edu, historical time series data at
data.sca.isr.umich.edu, and micro-data at sda.umsurvey.org. Variable names will also remain consistent.

e Most measures, particularly index/relative scores and qualitative responses, can generally be interpreted as-is,
with the awareness that the four month-to-month changes in estimates between March and July 2024 will reflect
not only the typical sources of statistical variation across months — including sampling variation — but also method
effects (discussed in more detail on page 3), which vary by survey question. The gradual changeover in
methodology means that any method effects will be spread out across four months so that data users can still use
the time series without the disruption of a sharp break in estimates for any variables.

e We recommend that data users take a more conservative approach to interpreting change estimates during this
transition period, particularly since the size of the method effects differs by survey question, consistent with
survey methodology research. Section 4 of the Surveys of Consumers technical report on the methodological
transition provides more detail on interpreting the month-to-month changes during the transition period.

The remainder of this announcement will discuss the motivation for the transition and highlight key findings from our
research on the parallel web data collection. Full technical documentation of the transition is available here, including a
variable-by-variable comparison of phone and web data.
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This methodological transition is motivated by the increasing difficulty of upholding long-term data integrity in
phone interviewing, along with the potential for future innovations enabled by web interviewing.

In light of the increasing effort required to reach a randomly selected household over the telephone, the Surveys of
Consumers research team began initial experiments with web data collection in 2010. Over time, the phone survey
landscape has presented heightened challenges, making it increasingly impractical for a high-frequency survey in which
timeliness is critical. Currently, one single completed interview requires more than 90 separate phone number dials and
over three hours of interviewer time. Also, while there has been no effect on survey estimates thus far, contact with
respondents has grown increasingly unpredictable. Navigating these hurdles requires strategic tradeoffs, and the Surveys
of Consumers research team have continuously adapted to maintain data quality, representativeness, and precision of
estimates. Even in the absence of resource constraints, few tools remain to meet future challenges.

At the same time, the survey and communication technology environments have evolved as well, which enabled us to
begin an experimental monthly data collection of web interviews in 2017. Internet and smartphone usage have surged in
the U.S. According to Census estimates, 91.2% of Americans have an internet subscription, and 85.3% have cellular data
plans (American Community Survey, 2022). By employing address-based sampling (ABS) and interviewing respondents
over the web, survey administrators can deploy numerous levers for improving data quality, reducing respondent burden,
and improving processing speeds, while increasing scope for further improvements as well, including the targeting of
specific populations. According to American Association for Public Opinion Research (2016), “Quite simply, the address
lists available today are the best frames available for national U.S. household surveys,” supporting our shift to ABS.

Over the past seven decades, similar challenges with data collection have arisen periodically, and the Surveys of
Consumers have addressed these challenges through regular improvements in methodology. As an example, the table
below displays changes in sampling frames and data collection over time:

Survey Period Sampling Frame Data Collection Method for Official Releases

Nov 1952 — Dec 1977 Area Probability Sampling In-person interviewing

Jan 1978 — Sep 1993 Landline (Random Digit Dialing) Telephone interviewing

Oct 1993 — Jul 2012 Landline (RDD) Computer-assisted telephone interviewing
Jul 2012 — Dec 2014 Dual Frame (RDD) Computer-assisted telephone interviewing
Jan 2015 — Jun 2024 Cell (RDD) Computer-assisted telephone interviewing
Apr 2024 — Address Based Sampling Web interviewing

Methodological choices for the Surveys of Consumers are driven by evidence, and the upcoming transition is the
latest step of continuous evolution based on hands-on research and experimentation.

This year’s adjustments to the survey methodology are supported by 14 years of experimental research with web
interviewing and seven years of parallel web data collection of Surveys of Consumers, both pre- and post-pandemic,
during periods of high and low economic growth, as well as high and low inflation. This parallel data collection, which
was completely separate from the official cell phone interviews reported in the standard data releases, has facilitated
experimentation and fine tuning of methodological design features.

Taken together, the parallel data collection provided us with abundant evidence that data collected through the two
methods are broadly comparable, with high time series correlations. The parallel data collection has also enabled us to
study differences between the phone and web data. We have found that any differences that arose have been consistent
with survey methodology theory as well as evidence from other web surveys; we discuss a few examples below.
Comparisons of the parallel data collections are available here.
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Preserving the integrity of the time series data is the top priority, and this is facilitated by the gradual transition
from full-phone to full-web data collection.

We use the term “method effects” to refer to any differences in estimates from the phone and web interviews; in many
cases, these differences are negligible. In our context, method effects include the influence of multiple factors on survey
response behavior:

o Interviewer effects: the presence of an interviewer, who is trained to project a friendly and pleasant demeanor,
potentially generates more favorable survey responses and fewer “don’t know” responses than what a respondent
would select in the absence of an interviewer. (See, for example, West and Blom, 2016, Neumann and Strack, 2000)

o Mode effects, including the presentation of questions: Respondents to telephone interviews may use response scales
differently than web respondents, who may be more likely to choose middle options (like “same,” rather than “up” or
“down”) under the visual presentation of questions for web interviews. (See, for example, Fricker, Galseic,
Tourangeau, and Yan, 2005; Dillman, et. al, 2009; Bishop, 1987)

e Sampling differences: individuals without a cell phone would never be sampled under random digit dialing; those
without a mailing address or do not have access to the internet would be missed under the new methodology. (See, for

example, Couper, 2017)

Notably, existing research in survey methodology has not revealed evidence that the effects above would vary across time
in a way that is connected to economic conditions. The years of parallel data collection we have conducted show that
these method effects are indeed relatively stable over time in the Surveys of Consumers context. Because the magnitude
of the method effects varies across questions, we have opted to transition to the new methodology over the course of four
months rather than implement a different adjustment factor for each question going forward. The gradual transition
spreads out the method effects across four months to ensure the integrity of the time series. The technical documentation
describes the various elements of the method effects in more detail, and disentangling the components is an area of
continued research.

Throughout the transition to web surveys, microdata will continue to be publicly released after the conclusion of each
month. Data users will be able to separately analyze web and phone interviews, or employ their own methods for
combining interviews from the two methods.

In general, web-based estimates of key indicators exhibit high time series correlations with phone-based estimates.

Web-phone time series correlations are strong for headline variables: 0.97 for the Index of Consumer Sentiment, 0.98 for
the Current Conditions Index, and 0.94 for the Expectations Index. Year-ahead inflation expectations have a web-phone
correlation of 0.94, and five-year inflation expectations have a correlation of 0.81. Time series charts for these five
variables are displayed below.

Note that the Current Conditions Index, which has the highest time series correlation of the three headline measures, has
web estimates that are consistently lower than (though parallel to) phone estimates; this is an example of the “method
effects” described above, likely attributable to the role of an
interviewer projecting positive affect in phone surveys (Neumann
and Strack, 2000). Similar patterns are visible throughout the core
survey. Index scores or “net” variables — those taking the format
of percentage of consumers responding favorably minus the
percentage of consumers responding unfavorably — generally have
very high time series correlations, primarily over 0.9.
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Many of these variables have similar monthly average values
between phone and web. For others, web interviews yield
2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024 . . .
Date somewhat lower values than phone interviews, while at the same
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time exhibiting parallel month-to-month changes between the two modes. This is consistent with survey methodological
research which has found that phone respondents tend to provide more positive responses than respondents on web or
other self-administered modes (see, for example, Christian, Dillman, and Smith, 2008; Morris and Kennedy, 2017;
Fowler, Jr., Roman, and Di, 1998).

As such, some variables may simultaneously exhibit larger method effects while exhibiting lower time series correlations
than others. As mentioned, the gradual transition from phone to web will divide the method effects across four months,
which ensures there are no disruptions from a sharp break in estimates for any variables. The technical documentation on
our website includes time series charts and correlations for all variables.

Phone and web-based survey data both exhibit similar trends by demographic group.

For both modes of data collection, younger consumers report more favorable levels of sentiment than their older
counterparts. Similarly, higher-income consumers report higher sentiment than those with lower incomes. Patterns by
political party identification are comparable across modes as well. For both data collection methods, during the Trump
administration, Republicans had higher levels of sentiment than Democrats, with Independents in the middle. The pattern
was reversed during the Biden administration, again with Independents in the middle.

Like phone interviews, our web interviews also yield high-quality open-ended responses, continuing the integrity of
the qualitative time series data.

Even without the presence of an interviewer, the web interviews generate coded responses to open-ended, qualitative
questions that are generally comparable to those from phone data. Examples from commonly-cited reasons for
unfavorable assessments of personal finances, news heard about economic developments, reasons for buying conditions
for homes, and reasons for buying conditions for vehicles are displayed below; time series correlations for these variables
all exceed 0.96. Some less-frequently used codes have somewhat lower time series correlations, but they also tend to be
exhibit substantial month-to-month volatility regardless of mode.
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Measures of nominal income expectations will require separate interpretation of trends before and after the web
transition.

INEX_MD
Exp. Nominal Income Change: Median

We have prioritized continuing the long history of stable question

wording and design on the Surveys of Consumers. For most

measures, the web interviews exhibit strong time series correlations 0

with the phone interviews. One important exception is the g 5 .

measurement of income expectations, where it is apparent that £ N ah i ananeatesiivatdn Vs it At

consumers respond to the question quite differently on the phone and *'

on the web, with a time series correlation of 0.14. o

This is primarily attributable to the share of consumers reporting that 2014 2016 2018 e 2 2022 2024

they expect their incomes to stay the same. Since 2017, between 22 INEX_S

and 29% of phone respondents have chosen this option. In contrast, Exp. Nominal Income Change: Same

the share of web respondents selecting “stay the same” ranged 100

between 18 and 62% during this period. As a result, the difference .

between web and phone varies over time. § 5 cadNias e "M,

There are ways to elicit nominal income expectations via the web * 25 WNVVWW\»M:&;

that would reduce the usage of the “stay the same” response and '

might generate higher median expectations akin to what had been 0 2014 2016 5018 5690 5052 5054
Date

measured on the phone. However, implementing a full re-design of
this question would be inconsistent with our broader approach to
other questions, in which we were able to achieve high time series correlations with minimal alterations to question design
when adapting them for web interviewing.

== Phone = = Web

The surveys include other questions about labor markets which do not exhibit the same unusual patterns as nominal
income expectations. Unemployment rate expectations for, for example, have a 0.97 web-phone time series correlation.
The time series correlation for real income expectations is 0.87, albeit at a consistently lower level for web than phone,
consistent with survey methodological research showing that phone respondents tend to provide more positive responses
than web respondents (see, for example, Christian, Dillman, and Smith, 2008; Morris and Kennedy, 2017; Fowler, Jr.,
Roman, and Di, 1998). These and other measures can provide additional context on how consumers view labor markets.
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Full technical documentation on the methodological transition are available on the Survey Information tab of our
data website.
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