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Results are reported from an investigation of the predictive power of three
interviewer social status and five personality factors in a multiple regression

. analysis with four interviewer performance criteria. Personality factors are
found to be more predictive of performance than social status. Clearly, one
can improve the probability of hiring quality interviewers by collecting and
evaluating social status and personality characteristics of applicants.

any researchers hire interviewers rather than con-m tract interviewing to a professionally staffed survey
research organization. The decision to do so is often
motivated by budgetary considerations. Since limited budge
projects, which are often one-time operations, do not permit
the researcher the luxury of accumulating a pool of inter-
viewers who have demonstrated their qualifications through
field performance, the initial selection of high-quality person-
nel is crucial. For researchers who normally use the services
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of survey research organizations employing trained profes-
sional interviewers, there probably is little cause for concern.
Yet for the researcher whose budget will not permit the costs
of professional services, the success of the research project
rests heavily upon the selection of interviewers.

Unfortunately, little research is available to guide the

low-budget researcher in the selection of high-quality inter-
viewers. The present study partially alleviates this problem by
providing information on the prediction of interviewer

performance using as predictors interviewer characteristics
which may be easily obtained on personnel application
forms. The performance criteria are total activity and refusal
rates. We are aware, of course, that these are not the only
possible criteria, and, in fact, further research ought to be
concerned with accuracy and reliability and even more

qualitative aspects that, while not easily measured, should
not be forgotten. 

’

. - PERFORMANCE PREDICTORS ’ 
°

It is useful to distinguish between two sets of interviewer
characteristics: ( 1 ) social status, including such factors as age, -

sex, marital status, or educational attainment; and (2)
personality factors, such as assertiveness or anxiety. Several
studies demonstrate the importance of these factors for
interviewer performance. In a study of response error

Lansing, et al. (1961) found there was reason to believe that
interviewer anxiety was directly related to interview response
rates. In Richardson’s study of interviewers, it was concluded
that the most desirable interviewers were middle-aged females
with high education and intelligence and who scored high in
human relations, symbolic aggression, affiliation, and intra-
gression on the Thematic Apperception Test (Richardson et
al., 1965: 275-276, 277-280). Hauck and Steinkamp (1964)
found that interview response rates were not differentiated
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by the age or sex of the interviewer whether or not the
interviewer was married, or by any other demographic factor.
Yet, utilizing a stepwise regression procedure, they isolated
two major variables affecting interviewer success: ( 1 ) the
self-confidence of the interviewer and (2) the interviewer’s
dominance score on the Edwards Personal Preference Sched-
ule. These two factors, combined with the number of hours
per week the interviewer could work, accounted for 71 % of
the variance in interviewer success. Sudman’s (1967) study of
NORC interviewers shows that high-quality interviewers tend
to be well educated, intelligent, manifest a need for achieve-
ment, have a career orientation, and enjoy the interview
activity.

These studies demonstrate the value of using both social
status and personality factors to predict interviewer perform-
ance. This paper will present the results of an investigation
into the predictive power of three social status and five

personality factors in a multiple regression analysis with four
performance criteria. At this juncture, a brief caveat is in
order. The number of interviewers studied is small (n=23); the
respondents were all small-town and rural residents and

mostly male; and the interviewers were local school teachers.
In short, these data are from a unique field survey situation.

PROCEDURES

In spring, 1971, a research team from the University of
Wisconsin began preparing for the collection of survey data
from an area probability sample of heads of households in
two rural regions of Illinois. This collection was the final field
operation of a five-year study of the impact of industrial
development in one of these rural areas (for a more complete
discussion of the research project, see Summers et al., 1969).
Interviews followed a structured schedule which took ap-
proximately 45 minutes to administer. Based on previous
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experience with local public school teachers as interviewers,
an effort was made to solicit applications from teachers in
each region. After an individual screening of applicants,’ 1 23
teachers were hired as interviewers. All were residents of the

community in which they were to conduct interviews and
were Caucasian. Forty-eight percent were male, 78% were
married, and their mean age was 32.61 years. During the
interval between hiring and the interviewer training sessions
(several weeks), each interviewer completed a short test of
personality, The Behavioral Self-Rating (BSR) Form (Bor-
gatta, 1964).

At the conclusion of field operations, the performance of
each interviewer was tabulated. The mean number of housing
units assigned was 51.6, while the mean number of successful
interviews was 41.91 per interviewer, and there was an

average of 5.70 refusals for each interviewer (see Table 1.)
Four interviewer performance criterion variables were

defined:’ 2

(1) the total number of housing units interviewed;

(2) the total number of housing units refusing interviews;

(3) the relative number of housing units interviewed-i.e.,

Interview rate 
Number of Housing Units Interviewed 

andInterview rate 
Number of Housing Units Assigned 

~ &dquo;~

(4) the relative number of refusals-i.e.,

Refusal rate 
Number of Housing Units Refused

Refusal rate Number of Housing Units Assigned ’Number of Housing Units Assigned

In considering these performance criteria, one should note
that some assigned housing units were returned by inter-
viewers for reasons other than completion of an interview or
refusal. Such reasons included noncontact, hospitalization of
the household head, and physical inability of the head to
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respond to questions. Thus, there is not an artifactually
created dependence between criteria 1 and 2 or between 3
and 4.

Eight variables were used to predict interviewer perform-
ance on each of the four criterion variables. Three social
status predictors were included: (1) sex, (2) marital status,
and (3) age.3 Education was not included since all inter-
viewers were college graduates. These measures were obtained
on the interviewer’s application form. The personality pre-
dictors were the five subscales of the Borgatta BSR person-
ality test: (1) Assertiveness, (2) Likeability, (3) Intelligence,
(4) Emotionality, and (5) Responsibility. Each of the
subscale scores is the summation of four self-ratings on a
10-point, 0-9, choice range. Although this is indeed a very
short test of personality, cross-validation of the instrument
shows it to have a remarkably stable structure with satis-
factory subscale internal consistency reliability coefficents
(Freeman and Simons, 1963; Borgatta, 1964; Summers et al.,
1971 ).. ,

FINDINGS

In any study designed to predict performance, three
criteria are uppermost in importance. F’irst, the predictor
variables should jointly account for a substantial proportion
of the variance in the criterion variables. Second, each

predictor variable should contribute to the explained variance
in the criterion variables. And finally, predictor variables
should discriminate; i.e., their pattern of relationship with
&dquo;success&dquo; criteria should be reversed for &dquo;failure&dquo; criteria.
The intercorrelations of social status, personality and

performance criterion variables are presented in Table I with
means and standard deviations. While our primary concern is
the regression of the criterion variables on status and

personality factors, it is worthwhile to note some things in .
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the correlation matrix. With minor exceptions, the inter-
correlations among the predictor variables are relatively low,
which is desirable since one wishes each to contribute to the

explained variance in the criterion variables and strong
correlations would act as an impediment. The intercorrela-
tions among the BSR subscale scores follow the pattern
reported by Borgatta (1964) and Summers et al. (1971).
While there is a substantial correlation between Intelligence
and Responsibility and between these and Likeability, there
is sufficient reliable variance within each cluster of items

(subscale score) to warrant consideration of each as a

predictor variable. The zero order correlation between

predictor and criterion variables is generally low to moderate.
Given the relationships among predictor variables this is an
acceptable situation, since it permits an additive effect of the
predictor variables to operate in the multiple regression.

Table 2 presents the standardized and unstandardized

regression coefficients of each of the criterion variables on
the predictor variables. Use of the standardized coefficients
greatly facilitates the evaluation of the relative importance of
each of the predictor factors.

Taking the number of interviews as the criterion, it can be
seen that neither the marital status nor the age of the
interviewer have much influence on this criterion. The degree
of assertiveness, emotionality, and responsibility are only
marginally important in affecting the number of housing
units interviewed. The most important predictor of the
volume of interviews is the interviewer’s perception of his
own intelligence, which is negatively associated with this
criterion of performance. Likeability and interviewer’s sex
are also important predictors: both of these variables have a
positive influence on the number of housing units inter-
viewed. The eight predictors account for 34.77% of the
variance in the total number of housing units interviewed.
When the absolute number of housing units refusing to be

interviewed is taken as the criterion, it is seen that the
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TABLE 2

UNSTANDARDIZED AND STANDARDIZED REGRESSION
COEFFICIENTS (n=23)

a. Standardized coefficients.
b. Uncorrected for degrees of freedom.

interviewer’s perceived Intelligence is again the most impor-
tant predictor: this time, however, its effect is positive. There
is also a moderately positive contribution of Emotionality
and Assertiveness to the number of refusals. Although
interviewer’s age and sex seem to have some small impact on
the number of refusals, the remainder of the predictors have
little influence on this criterion. The explanatory variables’
ability to account for the variance in the number of refusals
is diminished substantially: we can attribute only 25.57% of
the variance in the number of refusals to our predictors.
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Thus, considering volume of completed interviews and
refusals, unstandardized for number of assignments, we find
that Intelligence is the single most important predictor.
However, it is negatively associated with the volume of

completed interviews and positively associated with refusals.
A similar, although weaker, pattern is observed for Emotion-
ality. Likeability and sex manifest a positive contribution to
the number of completed interviews and a negative contribu-
tion to refusals.
When one controls for the number of housing units

assigned to each interviewer by using the interview rate as the
criterion, one finds that the interviewer’s Intelligence, Emo-
tionality, and Responsibility are the most important pre-
dictors of interviewer performance. Note that the former two
personality factors are negatively associated with the inter-
view rate, while the latter is positively associated. Assertive-
ness and sex (being male) also make a moderately positive
contribution to interview rate while age acts as a moderately
negative influence. Together the three social status and five
personality variables account for 40.50% of the variance in
interview rate.

Taking the refusal rate as the criterion, it can be seen that
the most important predictor is again Intelligence, and its
influence is positive and strong. Indeed, the influence of the
other predictors is pale by comparison. There are two other
personality variables making a moderate contribution to
refusal rates. They are Emotionality, which is positively
related to refusal rates, and Responsibility, which is negative-
ly associated. Thus, it appears that self-attribution of

intelligence and emotionality contribute independently to
higher refusal rates while responsibility offsets these effects
to some degree. Jointly, the predictor variables explain
42.31 % of the variance in the refusal rates.

Table 3 gives the percentage of total variance for each
criterion of performance that is attributable to the social
status set of variables and the personality set. The social
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TABLE 3

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL VARIANCE DUE TO GROUPS OF
PREDICTOR VARIABLESA

a. Uncorrected for degrees of freedom.

status group was entered into the regression first. Thus, the
partitioning of the variance would be altered if the person-
ality set had been placed first. This ordering was chosen
deliberately to permit the social status variables to absorb as
much of the variance in performance criteria as they could
before entering personality into the regression. Our rationale
for doing so was one of parsimony. Since most researchers
who review applicants for interviewer positions already
obtain social status data, it would be most parsimonious to
find that personality variables do not increment one’s

predictive power beyond that attributable to social status

variables. In view of the advantage which is given thusly to
the social status variables, it is most significant that for each
criterion of performance the personality factors far outweigh
the influence of social status variables.

CONCLUSIONS

These results lead to several conclusions. First, and perhaps
most important to the low-budget researcher, one can

improve the probability of hiring quality interviewers by
collecting and evaluating social status and personality charac-
teristics of the applicants. Second, the Borgatta Behavioral
Self-Rating Form provides a set of personality scores which
appear adequate for the purpose of identifying applicants
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who will generate high completion rates and those who likely
will have high refusal rates. Third, the personality factors
appear to be more important in determining performance
criteria than social status variables. Fourth, among the

personality variables, Intelligence (perhaps better labelled
self-attribution of intelligence) clearly is the most important
variable in the prediction of performance. And it is worthy of
notice that its relationship to performance is counter-intui- .

tive. The higher regard one has for his (or her) intelligence,
the less successful one is likely to be as an interviewer. A
similar pattern is observed for self-attribution of emotion-

ality. Conversely, persons who see themselves as assertive and
responsible are better risks as interviewers. Finally, with
regard to social status variables, one may tentatively conclude
that younger males have a slight advantage. Marital status
appears to be unrelated to performance as it is measured in
these data.

The limitations of small sample size and rural interviewing
notwithstanding, the percentage of variance explained and
the ease of measuring the predictor variables compel us to
conclude that low-budget researchers would be wise to

consider personality factors as well as social status charac-
teristics of applicants when hiring interviewers.

NOTES

1. The initial screening consisted of reviewing application forms and letters of
recommendation and a personal interview with Professor Summers. The applica-
tion form provided information on personal data (age, sex, marital status), work
history, length of residence in area, hours available for interviewing, access to
automobile, and previous interviewing experience. None of the teachers who were
hired had professional survey interviewing experience. However, all had con-

ducted "parent-teacher conferences" in connection with teaching and nearly all
had been involved in local data gathering activities such as the annual school
census.

2. Number of Housing Units Assigned = Number of Units Interviewed +
Number of Units Refused + Number of Units Returned by the Interviewer for 
reasons other than refusal or completion of interview.
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3. The following coding conventions were employed: (1) sex: males = 1,
females = 0 and (2) marital status: married = 1, not married = 0.
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