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Abstract 
 

Data Collection Methodology (DCM) enable the collection of good quality data by providing expert advice and assistance 
on questionnaire design, methods of evaluation and respondent engagement. DCM assist in the development of client 
skills, undertake research and lead innovation in data collection methods. This is done in a challenging environment of 
organisational change and limited resources. This paper will cover 'how DCM do business' with clients and the wider 
methodological community to achieve our goals.  
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1.  Introduction 
 

1.1 Introduction 
 
Data Collection Methodology (DCM) lies within the Methodology and Data Management Division in the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS). DCM provide expert advice and assistance on questionnaire design, methods of 
evaluation and respondent engagement. We have a very wide range of projects and potential clients for business and 
household surveys. DCM faces similar challenges to equivalent sections in other statistical agencies. Some of these 
challenges include influencing clients, recruiting specialist staff and infrequent staff development opportunities. To 
overcome the first of these challenges, for example, we have developed a culture of accepting responsibility for all 
relevant projects in order to maintain our visibility amongst survey managers and demonstrate our worth across a 
variety of areas. Often a small effort, a quick review, can have a significant impact on the quality of the resulting 
survey. The more responsive we are to every client, the more likely we will be asked to participate more and earlier 
in the process the next time, allowing for a greater impact and influence. In this paper, we will share some of the 
challenges and discuss how we overcome them.  
 
1.2 How the Data Collection Methodology Section is organised 
 
Data collection methodology expertise have recently been centralised in the ABS. On 20 August 2007, the new Data 
Collection Methodology (DCM) section was announced. The new section combined teams from different divisions 
of the ABS, which previously supported household survey clients and business survey clients separately.  
 
DCM provides expert advice, assistance and training on questionnaire design and evaluation methods, and on other 
interactions with respondents. As part of this support and leadership role, DCM also conducts literature reviews and 
experimental and observational research, maintains ABS research infrastructure, and maintains the Forms Design 
Standards Manual and Forms Development and Evaluation Manual. 
 
The household and business subject matter areas (SMAs) are structured differently in the ABS. Household SMAs 
have more control over the operational aspects of survey development from the start to the end of the survey cycle 
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than business survey SMAs. The difference in structure is partly due to the differences in size and mode of data 
collection used. For example, business surveys often use smaller, self-completed forms based on standard question 
wording which is regularly tested separately in a single process for all surveys. Conversely, household surveys are 
often comparatively large and complicated Computer Assisted Interviewing (CAI) collection instruments which are 
developed or rolled over from the previous cycle, somewhat in isolation from each other. Thus, the DCM household 
survey work program has a stronger focus on providing training, which suits the structure of the household SMAs. 
DCM also provides administrative support for the cognitive interviewing labs which are mainly used for household 
survey testing.  
 
One major challenge that has not changed since the merge is that DCM still relies on household and business subject 
matter areas to approach us for help. One of DCM's major roles is to devise new ways to engage clients and 
influence the development and presentation of forms in the ABS.  
 
 

2.  Roles of Data Collection Methodology 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
DCM is involved in the questionnaire development and testing methodology stages of the survey cycle. We have a 
strong research program focusing on new questionnaire design or testing methodologies. This research usually leads 
to development of new corporate standards. To ensure that ABS surveys align with research and standards, routine 
and in-depth reviews of business and household questionnaires is a focus in the work program. Reviews also include 
internal staff/administrative surveys, and external surveys.  
 
DCM also review testing material and are involved in actual testing (for example, observational testing, cognitive 
interviewing, usability testing, error analysis, etc.). In addition to testing support, DCM provides general respondent 
management support, including advice on provider contact and response enhancing techniques.  
 
2.2 Research and development of standards 
 
DCM has a broad research program which is high priority in the long term because of the potential for permanent 
influence on ABS practice, however in the short-term it is usually lower priority than any direct client support. It is 
important to maintain our expertise by keeping up with advancements in form design, form testing and other related 
areas. It is particularly good for new/junior staff to be able to develop specialist knowledge in one area to enhance 
their sense of ownership and commitment. However, it is essential that the research is directly applicable to the ABS 
context and is released in some public fashion, preferably soon after completion. To this end, DCM research is 
focussed on expanding our two corporate manuals.  
 
The Forms Design Standards Manual is used to guide the design of all ABS business survey forms. It is also referred 
to for some household forms especially in terms of Optical Character Recognition (OCR) standards for self-
completed surveys and the version of the manual on our website is referred to by many external agencies (see 
http://www.nss.gov.au/nss/home.NSF/sdm?OpenView). DCM decides on the priority for research for this manual 
based on likelihood of the ABS using a particular technology (such as telephone data entry) or design element (such 
as greater use of sequencing) in the future. We decide on best practice principles and for major changes, gain 
endorsement in an official meeting as well as extensive stakeholder consultation. Occasionally we may supplement 
the literature-style research with applied research to evaluate the effectiveness of particular design choices. 
 
The Forms Development and Evaluation Manual is less well known. The purpose of this manual is to promote a 
broader range of survey evaluation techniques than is commonly used in the ABS, as well as explain how to conduct 
the evaluations. None of these methods are considered particularly more urgently in need of standards than any 
others, so DCM decide on the priority order largely based on the experience and interest of the available staff. 
Consultation on new draft chapters is limited to areas with relevant experience in the methods and where a lot of 

  



consultation is expected, more experienced DCM staff will be responsible for the research. Announcements of new 
chapters of the manuals are made to the whole of the ABS. 
 
2.3 Survey reviews 
 
2.3.1 Routine survey reviews 
 
Business survey forms all go through a regular, transparent review and approval process. This review process 
ensures that ABS business forms are designed consistently to standard and are updated every year to reflect changes 
in standards. We make our comments as fast as possible to assist the clients with their own timetables, especially 
prioritising our comments on forms where the changes we recommend have been made (as a reward). Usually the 
process is quite smooth but sometimes our concerns need to be escalated to senior staff. DCM does not have a 
formal approval "button" and chooses not to have one, because we prefer being required to justify our 
recommendations. Sometimes agreement on the final form design cannot be reached within the timeframe, and the 
issues will be held over to the next cycle. There is no similar process for household surveys. 
 
2.3.2 In-depth survey reviews 
 
The majority of ABS business forms can go through the routine approval process smoothly without any other 
attention from DCM, because the content is stable apart from changes in the Standard Question Wording (SQW) 
(development and review of which DCM play an influential role).  
 
The specific surveys which require in-depth reviews are those which are new or change substantially between 
cycles, surveys which have experienced some problems in terms of data quality, or surveys where there were 
concerns in the previous approval process. Many household survey reviews fall into the 'in depth survey review' 
category because they have never been reviewed by us before.  Ensuring these surveys meet an acceptable standard 
is higher priority than other review work and when the survey is also large, e.g. the Population or Agricultural 
Census, it may be the highest priority of all DCM work. A survey topic or design for which there are no relevant 
standards currently available will also require an in-depth review, potentially supplemented by targeted research. 
 
In these cases DCM endeavour to review the forms much earlier than the normal approval time, ideally long before 
any testing is done so that test forms are able to be changed. An in-depth review is usually an iterative process which 
can take many hours of DCM time.  
 
2.3.3 External surveys and related advice 
 
DCM may receive work reviewing external surveys in four main ways: 
 
1) Via the ABS Statistical Clearing House (SCH) 
 
SCH is a separate unit of the ABS which reviews all Commonwealth Government (or sponsored/funded by 
Commonwealth government) surveys of 50 or more businesses. This of course includes ABS business surveys and 
DCM will often work with the SCH on routine and in-depth reviews of these. The SCH reviews the fitness of 
purpose of each survey and whether, overall, the benefit outweighs the required provider burden. The SCH will 
occasionally seek general advice and help from DCM on data collection issues, but in particular are required to 
consult with us on "high profile" or "high risk" surveys.  
 
2) Via the Statistical Consultancy Unit (SCU)  
 
The SCU coordinates our Division’s input (and occasionally the input from other areas) into consultancy work. 
DCM will give about an hour's free advice and anything more is a charged service. The SCU usually restricts their 
services to other government agencies and statutory authorities but DCM has a much wider scope, taking on work 
for anyone who seems to be conducting legitimate research without any apparent conflict of interest.  

  



 
3) From a collaborating survey area 
 
This work may occur when an external organisation is conducting survey work in which the ABS has some vested 
interest. The ABS may, for example, wish to use the resulting data, or there may be a high level agreement between 
government departments. In this case the other ABS area may approach DCM directly or our senior management. 
This collaboration supports the ABS mission to lead a national statistical service.  
 
Also in this category are requests for assistance from other National Statistical Organisations, and similarly 
important foreign research organisations. These organisations have a special status above other external 
organisations. This work may involve answering questionnaires about the ABS or providing research papers or 
example forms. These jobs are usually very small and considered high priority in terms of the networking benefit i.e. 
DCM may make similar requests in return. 
 
4) Directly from an external  
 
A range of requests for assistance may apply here: a government agency or research organisation which has been 
involved in a review before, an ex-ABS employee already aware of DCM's expertise, someone who has come across 
our manual on the website etc. It may just be a friend who asks for help, or a DCM staff member may be selected in 
a survey of some sort they feel an urge to provide an unsolicited review for. Without a formal consultancy 
arrangement it is important to be careful how any advice is represented. The reviewer should usually be presented as 
an individual with relevant expertise, NOT a representative of the ABS. DCM staff should be wary of any potential 
breach of the ABS code of conduct, and usually unsolicited advice should be given in the person's own time without 
any mention of the ABS (including email address) unless it is this employment which leads to being required to fill 
out a particular form. This will apply more to internal surveys. 
 
2.3.4 Internal surveys and administrative forms 
 
The ABS has a very large number of administrative forms, both paper and electronic, and staff surveys of varying 
size and topic are fairly common. DCM considers it the duty of DCM staff to comment on any form they are 
required to complete which is not fit for purpose. The ABS cannot maintain its reputation as an expert statistical 
agency or uphold its mission in terms of informed decision making if our own management information is poor 
quality due to bad form design. For similar reasons, surveys of people external to the ABS which are not technically 
statistical collections, such as user satisfaction surveys, are in scope of our attention. On rare occasions we may be 
asked to participate in a large project in this category, which may involve not just reviewing forms but conducting 
testing or even actually developing staff surveys ourselves.  
 
2.4 Participation in testing and reviews of testing materials 
 
2.4.1 Testing reviews 
 
Reviewing testing strategies and materials in advance is a growing responsibility/opportunity for DCM. This is due 
partly to restructuring of roles and workflow, and partly to our recent expansion and promotion of the two forms 
manuals demonstrating our expertise is broader than basic form design. We will often be consulted on the testing 
scripts and emails involved in the recruitment of test respondents. An increasing number of survey areas come to us 
for advice on what kind of tests to do as well as how to conduct them. When involved in an in-depth review of a 
survey form DCM will generally request access to any testing materials and comment on these. 
 
2.4.2 Field/phone testing of paper self-administered forms 
 
DCM participation will sometimes go further than just commenting. One or more staff from DCM may assist with 
field testing of various kinds, usually for a few days about three or four times a year. Sometimes DCM staff may 
also be involved in conducting tests with live respondents by telephone. Although our participation will often be 

  



under circumstances of the survey area needing "warm bodies" to help, resource problems will not be sufficient 
reason for us to contribute because our own resources are limited. The test will also need to be an opportunity for 
progressing development of testing methodology e.g. a method which hasn't been applied before, or as experience 
for junior DCM staff, or for a survey which for various reasons specifically requires external scrutiny. For these 
reasons and to encourage SMAs to involve us, any travel costs involved with testing incurred by DCM staff are paid 
for by DCM. 
 
2.4.3 Usability testing of CATI interfaces and electronic forms 
 
In contrast with testing of paper self-administered forms, DCM will frequently take primary responsibility for 
planning and conducting usability testing. This mainly involves testing with interviewing staff using CATI 
interfaces and related computer-assisted telephone technology. DCM will normally decide how the testing will be 
done, write the scenarios, conduct the tests, write the report and make recommendations in terms of screen design 
and question wording. On rarer occasions DCM also conduct usability testing involving other ABS staff being 
'users' of self-administered electronic forms. DCM also has a stronger coordination role in respondent visits to test 
electronic forms than we do for other field testing explained above. The main reasons for this more significant role 
in usability testing, both in-house and in the field, are that: 
 

-Demand for (best practice) CATI interfaces and electronic forms has increased sharply over recent years and 
strong involvement in testing is required to supplement our other research for standards development. 
-Within the ABS, skills in both general interface design and form design are unique to DCM. 
-Often, usability testing would not occur at all if DCM did not conduct it. Although the clients are very 
supportive of this activity, their resources are generally focussed on operations. 

 
2.4.4 Other survey evaluations 
 
DCM may also conduct or advise on other evaluations such as error analyses or comparative experiments, especially 
to do with evaluating OCR-friendly aspects of form design and measures of provider burden. Unfortunately our 
advice in this area is often given in response to the first results of such analysis and more education of some clients 
is needed in terms of designing and conducting valid comparative studies.    
 
2.5 Respondent management support 
 
In addition to standards and advice for forms, DCM provides a wide range of other support for the data collection 
process. This includes standards and advice on survey letters, respondent follow-up procedures, editing interfaces 
and interviewer instructions and training. 
 
2.6 Training support  
 
For business surveys, the need for detailed form design training is largely removed by the centralisation of most 
form design. DCM prefers to work closely with this central group and refer clients to the manuals. However, DCM 
does provide support in the development of training in their required form creation software.  For household 
surveys, the organisational structure is very different and training for questionnaire design and cognitive 
interviewing is conducted regularly by DCM when workload pressures permit. 

 
 

3.  Challenges 
 
3.1 Influencing clients 
 
DCM has a range of clients including internal survey operation staff and survey managers, and external consultancy 
clients. For both household and business survey areas, influencing clients is a major challenge because DCM is not 

  



on the 'critical path' of formal forms development. The ABS policy and legislation manual states that, "It is ABS 
policy that the Forms Design Standards and the Forms Development and Evaluation Manual must be followed when 
a new form is designed or an existing form is amended." Thus DCM is indirectly involved in the formal forms 
approval process through development and maintenance of the Forms Design Standards Manual and the Forms 
Development and Evaluation Manual. However, in the ABS, responsibility for developing or changing the actual 
forms lies either with a centralised Forms Design Team (for business surveys) or the survey manager (for household 
surveys).  
 
3.1.1 Common strategies for influence 
 
Because there are some areas in the ABS unaware of DCM's role and how we can help, maintaining our visibility is 
important in order to 'market' our expertise. Involvement in work which is not directly related to our forward work 
program has proved to be a good opportunity to market our broader skills. Getting to know particular clients is 
highly valuable and DCM staff take any opportunities they can to attend subject matter meetings and workshops, 
especially to meet visiting state office clients in person. 
 
Unfortunately, marketing on its own is not sufficient. Clients, who are aware we exist, often continue to leave us out 
of their forms development program. This can be for a variety of reasons. Some clients see our role as quality 
control which can make them reluctant to approach us. Some clients are sceptical of the value we add. Other clients 
may have limited resources or time to justify DCM involvement.  
 
There are several ways we overcome these challenges. Firstly, we ensure clients are aware we are a “free resource”. 
DCM work is not internally cost recovered like some other service areas. Explaining that we are a free resource 
usually improves our chances of being in a position of influence To overcome the time limit challenge, DCM are 
approachable and responsive and the forward work program is flexible enough to allow for the responsiveness 
necessary to influence these clients.  
 
Once DCM has the opportunity to help a client, there are several strategies used to maximise the level of influence. 
One area with huge potential for client influence is the research program. Rather than waiting for clients to ask us to 
develop standards about new data collection methodologies we predict demand/interest so that before construction 
of the questionnaire begins using a new mode, clients can access information about best practice.   
 
In addition, if DCM has been asked to review questionnaire design or a testing strategy, we ensure that our advice is 
always evidence-based, suggests solutions rather than just identifying problems, and provide reasons for suggestions 
where appropriate. We find that clients tend to be more receptive to our suggestions when the reasons 'why' are 
substantiated on the basis of international experience and theoretical and empirical evidence.   
 
There are some cases where clients remain resistant to our help. In these cases, we are fortunate enough to have a 
strong line of management support. Actually getting the relevant survey area to involve DCM in their early 
development can be difficult, especially the first time. "Engaging with the client" in these cases may involve senior 
management raising concerns in the discussion regarding collection strategy papers at high level meetings. 
 
The purpose of DCM reviews is of course to encourage the development of collection materials which enhance 
respondent comprehension and cooperation, thereby increasing data quality and response rates. However, there is 
sometimes a tension between these aims and the perceived or actual cost of constructing and processing the forms 
and other materials. DCM will always argue that good form design and respondent incentives should save money in 
the long term, but an overall picture of costs can be very difficult to obtain. DCM therefore needs to be closely 
involved in discussions and research on improving data collection efficiency, to ensure all the appropriate options 
are considered and the respondent experience is not compromised unnecessarily. 
 

  



3.1.2 Tailored strategies for influence 
 
For business surveys, having ABS infrastructure that explicitly lists DCM as a stakeholder has improved our ability 
to influence clients. All business forms are stored on corporate infrastructure called the 'Forms Repository Database'. 
DCM is listed as a stakeholder in Repository metadata, and thus we are notified of all business forms which need to 
be approved. While not part of the formal forms approval process, being listed as a stakeholder provides us with the 
opportunity to publicly comment on all business forms, whether they are new, significantly changed, or constant 
between cycles.  
 
Unfortunately, there is currently no similar infrastructure for household forms to be stored, accessed and approved. 
This is due to a variety of reasons including a focus on ensuring the highly complex data collection instruments 
work correctly and match the specifications- the centralisation is at the programming level rather than question 
construction. Currently there are still numerous ABS household surveys being conducted which have had no 
involvement from DCM. Managing access to the cognitive interviewing labs is often the only way for DCM to even 
be aware questionnaire development is occurring. There are, however, a number of organisational shifts towards 
iterative stakeholder sign-off for ABS household surveys going on now. DCM are ensuring our participation in these 
shifts by being highly visible in relevant stakeholder meetings and making sure we appear in key process 
documentation templates. 
 
3.2 Recruitment 
 
The data collection methodologists at the ABS are a small group of specialists with relevant technical skills in forms 
development. Most staff have a strong background in psychology or sociology. This is important in terms of 
understanding the importance of the design and proper development of questionnaires and the cognitive and 
motivational aspects of the survey response process. The skills and knowledge required to work in DCM are 
specialised and require intensive on the job training by higher level staff. For this reason, new members of the team 
are often lower level staff with the potential to learn the necessary skills.  
 
In the past, DCM skills were not recognised separately from other more common methodological skills, such as 
sampling and estimation techniques. This meant there was no separate recruitment for DCM and promotion was 
only possible through the Methodology and Data Management Division (MDMD) bulk recruitment rounds. Due to 
DCM's recent involvement in, and strong influence over the recruitment process, our staff are no longer expected to 
be strong in the less relevant technical skills to be promoted. This recognition from management that DCM require 
quite strong specialised skills in questionnaire development and excellent research skills, has led to greater staff 
retention, due to more promotion opportunities. 
 
3.3 Staff development 
 
A mix of personalities and working style preference is still required in the DCM team. The work program is diverse 
and ranges from quiet research tasks spanning months to presenting an intensive 4-day cognitive interviewing 
workshop to subject matter area staff. Recruiting a well-balanced team is difficult when the tasks are so varied. To 
overcome this challenge, the section needs to be big enough to allow for some specialisation within the team as well 
as succession planning options for each skill mix.  
 
However, the team is still quite small (currently seven staff) and because our skills are so specialised, staff cannot 
easily transfer to other areas in the division or the ABS.  Not only does this limit promotion opportunities at the 
higher levels, it also means less opportunities for staff to temporarily fill-in at higher levels for experience, because 
this is dependent on the absence of others in the group.  
 
Staff development opportunities in DCM are varied. There are more staff development opportunities for junior staff 
than for senior staff, however, relative to the opportunities available to other junior staff in the Division from 
sampling, estimation or analysis areas, they are still limited.  
 

  



From the time they start, junior level staff are exposed to a high level of on the job training to develop their technical 
skills. This varies from senior staff reviewing comments on forms design to travel opportunities, for example, 
questionnaire testing in the field. There are opportunities for junior level staff to attend basic forms design training, 
which is usually run by other DCM staff. As well as attending training and relevant seminars and workshops, there 
are also archived taped seminars. There are several external courses which DCM attends which relate to different 
types of testing techniques, including useability testing and focus group testing. In the past, attendance at these 
courses has been used as a starting point for further research and ABS standards.  
 
Finding development opportunities for senior methodologists is challenging within the available limited resources. 
Our strong research program requires us to seek out networking opportunities and build relationships with peers in 
other statistical agencies and universities around the world. Exchanging information, and ideally undertaking joint 
work, with other experts is important for the maintenance of our technical knowledge. From the contacts we make 
during conferences and visits, we particularly seek information on practical experience as well as examples of 
scripts, letters etc. which often don't appear in professional papers. However, these trips require extensive and highly 
costly travel and therefore opportunities are very rare. Senior staff in DCM do have occasional opportunities for 
accredited publications, however these opportunities often rely on networks developed during the rare, costly trips.  
 
DCM maintains a dialogue with the equivalent areas in other statistical agencies. An example of a formal 
arrangement is when DCM meets with Statistics New Zealand quarterly, using video conferencing facilities. We use 
this international meeting to give a work program update and share new directions. Other dialogue is on an informal 
ad hoc basis and is usually focused on information sharing.  
 
Due to limited opportunities for staff development at the senior level, in the past, staff have left the section to gain 
experience and take advantage of promotion opportunities elsewhere. So as not to lose staff in this way forever, 
secondment opportunities with other statistical agencies are encouraged.  
 
 

4. Conclusion 
 
The details of the DCM work program are largely out of our control but the general emphasis of everything we do is 
to improve data quality, by making it easier for respondents to willingly report (and interviewers to collect) the data 
we need. We aid respondents filling out all kinds of forms, including ABS staff filling out administrative forms, to 
support the "informed decision making" mentioned in the ABS mission. Efficiency of the data collection process is 
also important and DCM will support this as well, where data quality is not compromised (and to try to ensure it is 
not). Part of our role is to promote the idea that good form design and initial good quality data ultimately saves 
money in processing and editing. Doing this is challenging when we rely on clients to approach us for help, but we 
have established several strategies to overcome this, including providing timely evidenced-based advice and 
research and making use of corporate infrastructure and supportive line of management.   
 
Due to the nature of the work, the challenges of the work program extend to recruitment and staff development. We 
are constantly striving to recruit a balanced, highly performing team, and this challenge is compounded by the 
absence of development opportunities for senior staff. 

  




