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1. INTRODUCTION 

In this paper I w i l l  describe an experiment 
conducted recently in the U.K. as part of a 
planned programme of research into coding - the 
process of converting verbatim comments into 
analysable (usually numeric) code. Within the 
programme, the experiment represents only an 
i n i t i a l  step. I t  is important, however, in 
demonstrating the wil l ingness of a number of 
research agencies to jo in together to conduct 
(and finance) basic research into the i r  
methodology. 

Background to the Experiment 
survey researchers have long been aware that 

sampling v a r i a b i l i t y  is only the best known of 
many potential sources of error in the i r  data. 
In par t icu lar ,  they have concerned themselves 
with the influence of the interviewer on the 
qual i ty  of survey data. As a resul t ,  quite 
elaborate systems have developed to control 
recruitment, t ra in ing and work qual i ty  in in ter -  
viewing. Other aspects of survey methods have 
received less at tent ion.  

One comparatively neglected area is that of 
coding, where a respondent's verbatim comments 
are summarised in an analysable form. This is a 
common task, especially in ad hoc survey research. 
The researcher may be unwil l ing to 'close' a 
question by specifying the available response 
categories because he seeks spontaneity (eg. in 
a question of awareness) or a measure of salience 
(in a question of motivation) or - more often - 
because he feels unable to forecast the cate- 
gories that w i l l  be needed. Then, an 'open' 
question w i l l  be used (eg. 'How did you f i r s t  
come to see this periodical?'  'What did you l ike 
about this product?'). The respondent is not 
guided as to the dimension or the units in which 
a response should be given. The interviewer is 
instructed to record the response verbatim, 
usually af ter  probing for depth and/or to remove 
ambiguities. The l i s t  of e l ig ib le  response 
categories (the coding frame) is drawn up af ter  
the event, by reference to the answers received, 
and verbatim comments are coded to indicate the 
category or categories into which they f a l l .  

Again, attention has tended to focus on the 
way in which interviewers handle such open 
questions" do they probe uniformly, do they avoid 
prompting the respondent into certain clear res- 
ponse categories, do they provide a fa i th fu l  
record of what was said? The coding process has 
been regarded as a mechanical stage, approached 
f a i r l y  casually and subject to qual i ty  controls 
that may well not be adequate. Attention was 
recently drawn to the f a l l i b i l i t y  of the process 
by two papers (Kalton & Stowell, 1979; Coll ins & 
Kalton, 1980). These i l l us t ra ted ,  in the context 
of social surveys, the extent to which the judge- 
ments made by coders in summarising verbatim 
comments could af fect  the precision of survey 
estimates. As a resul t ,  the Market Research 
Society set up a Study Group to investigate the 
ac t i v i t y  of coding. The f i r s t  requirement was to 
establish the 'state of the a r t ' .  Were the 
results derived from social surveys equally true 

of market research? Or were questions in market 
surveys less complex and hence more amenable to 
re l iable coding? 

The Study Design 
Seven survey organisations were invi ted and 

agreed to take part in an industry study. Five 
were market research agencies (BJM, BMRB, NOP, 
PAS and RSGB); the other two were the government 
social survey organisation (OPCS) and an independ- 
ent social research ins t i t u te  (SCPR). Each 
organisation selected three open questions from 
recent project(s) and, for  each question, selected 
I00 verbatim responses in a haphazard way. These 
responses were then coded independently by each of 
six of the organisation's coding s ta f f ,  using the 
coding frame prepared for the project concerned. 
Normal supervisory procedures were not used, the 
object being to establish the extent to which 
judgements could v a r y -  the var iat ion that such 
procedures are Besigned (rather informal ly)  to 
control .  

2.MAIN RESULTS 

The data have been analysed, fol lowing the 
methods of Kalton & Stowell, to investigate four 
aspects of r e l i a b i l i t y ' -  
( i )  Overall r e l i a b i l i t y  of a coding frame: a 

summary measure of the r e l i a b i l i t y  of the 
frame adopted for each question in captur- 
ing the content of the set of responses. 

( i i )  Re l i ab i l i t y  of individual codes: an index 
of agreement between coders in the i r  use of 
each separate code in the frame, taking 
into account both haphazard errors and any 
consistent coder bias. 

( i i i )  Coder bias: for  each code, a test  for  the 
existence of correlated coder variance - a 
tendency for some coder(s) to consistently 
over or under-ut i l  ise the code, compared 
with the rest of the panel. 

( iv)  Coder agreement" for  each question, a 
summary measure of the extent to which each 
coder agreed with other members of the same 
panel in applying the coding frame. 

Overall Re l i ab i l i t y  
Early studies of coder r e l i a b i l i t y  were largely 

concerned with si tuat ions where each response is 
to be summarised by a single code. Then, agree- 
ment between two coders is easy to define. This 
s i tuat ion is comparatively rare in market surveys 
and al l  21 experimental questions allowed for 
mult i-coding. That is ,  a coder was free to use 
more than one code to indicate the response cate- 
gories covered by a single verbatim answer. In 
such cases i t  can be argued that a measure of 
r e l i a b i l i t y  that depends on total  agreement bet- 
ween two coders in the i r  treatment of a given 
response is too severe. The measure should take 
into account the fact that data w i l l  normally be 
analysed one code category at a time" the number 
of responses involving a given code, regardless o f  
whether or not other codes were also used. Only 
in the unusual case of analysis being in terms of 
speci f ic combinations of codes w i l l  total  agree- 
ment be a relevant indicator  of precision. 



Table 1 Index of overal l  r e l i a b i l i t y  (K,) at each question, by organisation 

% R e l i a b i l i t y  

Questi on 1 
" 2 

" 3 

Average 

Organi sati on 
A B C - D  E F G 

74 73 80 78 74 66 58 
83 78 74 75 73 62 62 
83 87 73 71 77 64 53 

80 79 76 75 75 64 58 

Table 2 ComParison with two recent experiments 

........ i .... Current study , 72 i 
Railway noise I 1 72 
Industrial tribunals2 1 70 i 
. . . . . . .  • J 
IKalton & Stowell (1979) 

% Re l i ab i l i t y "  
Average Range 

53 to 87 (21 items) 
63 to 80 ( 6 items) 
62 to 78 (I0 items) 

2Collins & Kalton (1980) 

We therefore followed Kalton & Stowell in adopt- 
ing as a summary measure of the overal l  re l i a -  
b i l i t y  of a coding frame an estimate of the 
r e l i a b i l i t y  of the typical  coding. This is a 
weighted average of  the r e l i a b i l i t y  indices of 
the indiv idual  codes making up the frame, the 
weighting re f lec t ing  the incidence of use of 
each code:- [?. ] 

K* : qj ( l -q j )  Kj 

- where qi is the incidence of code j ,  the 
proportYon of codings to which i t  was applied; 

- K~ is the re l i ab i l i t y  index of code j ,  the form 
,~ which is given below: a measure of the agree- 
ment between two coders in applying the code, 
less an allowance for the possibi l i ty of chance 
agreement. 
The average value of this index of overall 

re l i ab i l i t y  across the 21 questions was 72%. For 
individual questions, the index ranged from 87% 
down to 53%, a distribution that is shown in 
Table I .  

The table shows substantial differences bet- 
ween the seven organisations taking part and a 
good deal of consistency between the three 
results for each organisation. (Variation between 
organisations accounts for just over 80% of the 
total variation in the results.) This pattern 
reflects variations in the surveys used in the 
experiment, in terms of subject matter and 
complexity of responses, ranging from simple 
tests of consumer acceptance through to surveys 
of complex social issues. The highest index of 
87% occurred for a question about the bad points 
of a product in a consumer t r i a l ,  where a third 
of the respondents answered "Nothing" and most 
other responses contained obvious keyword pointers 
to product attributes. The lowest index of 53%, 
in contrast, was for a question asking why a 
respondent found a magazine useful (or not use- 
ful) in his work. Answers to the question 'Why 
do you say that?' tend to be enormously varied 
(not least because they are given in order to 
explain a range of answers to the previous 
question) and are often vague. 

The important f inding from Table 1 is ,  of 
course, that u n r e l i a b i l i t y  occurs across a range 
of organisations and questions. Even the "best" 
set of results includes an index of 74%. As 
Kalton & Stowell show, this implies a loss of 
precision equivalent to a 26% cut in the ef fect ive 
sample size, equivalent in turn to a sample design 
ef fect  of 1.35. 

Table 2 shows that the overal l  average re l iab-  
i l i t y  index in this study - 72% - is in l ine with 
the social survey results presented by Col l ins & 
Kalton. The range of values obtained is rather 
greater in th is study (even allowing for the 
larger number of questions studied), re f lec t ing  
the range of d i f fe ren t  projects covered. 

R e l i a b i l i t y  of indiv idual  codes 
T~ie "index'adopted to measure the r e l i a b i l i t y  of 

an indiv idual  code is a measure of the extent of 
agreement between pairs of coders in the i r  use of 
that code, adjusted downwards to allow for  the 
poss ib i l i t y  of chance agreements'- 

Kj = (Qj-qj)  

- where Q is the proportion of occasions on which 
coder ~Japplied code j ,  given that coder A did 
so, averaged over a l l  possible pairs of coders; 

- qjT, as^ before, is the incidence of code j 
3 shows the d is t r ibu t ion  of the values of 

th is index found for  the 200-plus code categories 
in the experiment which were used in at least 5% 
of the relevant codings. The individual codes 
covered v i r t u a l l y  the fu l l  range of r e l i a b i l i t y  
from 100% down to 6%. Only a very small propor- 
t ion (about l - i n -7 )  had r e l i a b i l i t y  indices of 90% 
or higher, but two-thirds had indices that we might 
consider acceptable - in the absence of supervision 
or check-coding - of 70% or higher. At the other 
extreme, 18 codes (8% of the to ta l )  were very un- 
re l i ab ly  applied. These cases were spread over 
six of the seven organisations and 12 of the 21 
questions. Most of them were residual response 
categories - I0 'Other answer' codes and 5 codes 
covering 'Unspecified answers'. Only three cases 
involved more speci f ic  response categories. 
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Table 3 Index of r e l i ab i l i t y  for 221 individual code categories 

Re l i ab i l i t y  index" 

90% or higher 
8O-89% 
70-79% 
60-69% 
50-59% 
40-49% 
30-39% 
20-29% 
10-19% 
Under 10% 

Total 

Number of % Cumulative 
codes % 

31 14 14 
64 29 43 
47 21 64 
31 14 78 
20 9 87 
I0 5 92 
9 4 96 
4 2 98 
3 1 99 
2 1 I00 

221 I00 

Table 4 Comparison between two experiments 

Number of code categories 

Codes with r e l i a b i l i t y  of" 
80% or higher 
50-79% 
Under 50% 

Current 
Experiment 

221 
% 
43 
44 
13 

Table 5 Significance test for coder bias in 221 code categories 

Industr ia l  
Tribunals 

121 
% 
3O 
56 
14 

Probabi l i ty  of  Q-value 
p>~5% ( '~ot s ign i f i can t ' )  

5%>~p 1% 
1%>p>~O. 1% 
p<l% 

I Total 
i . . . . . . . .  

Number 
of 

codes 

Cumulative 
% % 

135 61 61 
32 14 75 
26 12 87 
28 13 1 O0 

221 I00 

Again, Table 4 shows that the results of the 
current experiment are broadly s imi lar  to those 
reported by Coll ins & Kalton for the i r  Industr ial  
Tribunal s study. 

Coder Bias 
The r e l i a b i l i t y  index measures the total  error 

ar ising in the use of a par t icu lar  code. Part of 
this w i l l  re f lec t  the haphazard 'as i f  at random' 
mistakes made by coders. I t  may be a s ign i f icant  
addition to v a r i a b i l i t y  but, provided 'sampling' 
errors are properly calculated from the resultant 
data, the ef fect  w i l l  be included within total  
measured imprecision. More worryi, ng is the possi- 
b i l i t y  of coder bias - or correlated coder 
variance -where some coder(s) in a group tend 
consistently to over or under-ut i l ise a par t icu lar  
code category. Haphazard errors - simple coder 
variance - w i l l  reduce the precision of survey 
data and probably attenuate relat ionships in the 
data. Bias w i l l  threaten the va l i d i t y  of the data 
and may create spurious relat ionships. 

The existence of correlated coder variance in 
the current study was tested using Cochran's Q 
(Cochran, 1950)'- 

Q = L(L-I)  7, (TI-T) 

(LZui-zui2) 
- where L is the number of coders; 
- T is the number of times coder 1 used the given 

c~de and T is the ari thmetic mean of the TI; 
u i is the number of coders using the given code 
in coding the i th response. 
On this basis, s ign i f i cant  coder bias was found 

for a large proportion of the 221 separate code 
categories analysed, as shown in Table 5. While 
most of the code categories with low r e l i a b i l i t y  
indices showed s ign i f i cant  coder bias, the bias 
was not confined to those codes. Of the 142 codes 
with r e l i a b i l i t y  indices of 70% or higher, as many 
as 34 (24%) showed bias s ign i f i cant  at the 5% level. 
Even apparently acceptable r e l i a b i l i t y  levels may 
conceal s ign i f i can t  correlated variance, indicat ive 
of consistent differences between coders in the i r  
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Table 6 Coder agreement with other members of the same panel 

A l (% agreements - 
average agreements) = 

High (+3 to +5) 
Average (+2 to -2) 
Low (-3 to -4) 
Very low (-9) 

Total 

Number 
of 

coders 

lO 23 
23 53 
8 19 
2 5 

43 I00 

interpretation of responses and the coding frame 
used to summarise them. 

Examination of the code categories that per- 
formed badly at either or both tests points to 
four broad problem areas. Two of these concern 
the residual categories mentioned above" 'Other 
answers' and 'Unspecified answers' These cate- 
gories wil l  usually be of l i t t l e  substantive 
interest to the researcher, who wi l l  anyway be 
striving to minimise their incidence. The other 
two areas are more important" 
- code categories that subsume too many sl ight ly 

different response areas; 
- pairs or sets of categories that attempt to difF- 

erentiate between different facets of the same 
basic concept, especially when the same 'keyword' 
occurs in more than one category. 
Unfortunately, for many questions there wi l l  be 

l i t t l e  safe ground between these two problem areas. 
Some problems may be overcome in data analysis. 
Thus, a coding frame that errs towards d i f f i cu l t  
differentiat ion may be collapsed at the analysis 
stage into fewer categories. This wi l l  improve 
precision to the extent that coder errors involve 
judgements within a broader category. Evidence 
provided by Kalton & Stowell is encouraging" at 
two experimental questions they found that data 
produced by coding to a detailed frame followed by 
collapsing at the analysis stage were more reliable 
than either the uncollapsed data or data produced 
by coding directly to the less detailed frame. But 
these results require verif ication over a broader 
range of t r ia ls ,  and, part icularly, for multi-coded 
data. 

Coder Agreement 
l'he" overall pai~tern of unrel iabi l i ty  could have 

arisen from occasional errors made by all the 
coders in a group or from errors made by one or two 
'rogue' coders. In assessing the contribution 
made by each coder, we can calculate how often 
each coder agrees with each other member of the 
same panel, involving 1500 comparisons in each 
case (3 questions x lO0 responses x 5 other coders). 
In this instance, i t  is just i f iable to adopt the 
more stringent definit ion of total agreement" that 
two coders should apply the same code or combi- 
nation of codes to a given response. 
~ o r d e r  to take into account general d i f fer-  
ences between organisations in the re l i ab i l i t y  of 
the code frames they used in the experiment, we 
can then express each coder's percentage of agree- 
ments as a deviation from the average for his/her 
organisation • 

Al = Pil - Pi 
-where Pil is the percentage of coder l ' s  

comparisons with other coders in the same panel 
where agreement was found; 
- P. is the average of those percentages for the 
coders of organisation i .  

Most of the values of this index of coder agree- 
ment were close to zero as shown in Table 6. Only 
two individual coders stood out as tending to dis- 
agree with their fellow panel members. Even in 
these two cases the patterns were not dramatic. 
For one of the two, 48% of comparisons with other 
coders yielded agreement, compared with 57% of all 
comparisons for that panel ; for the other, the 
figures were an individual 37% against an overall 
46%. The overall conclusion must be that un- 
re l i ab i l i t y  occurred not because one or a few 
individuals worked quite dif ferent ly from the rest 
but because all or most coders contributed to a 
general pattern of subjective disagreement. 

3.SOME IMPLICATIONS 
I thas to be remembered that this experiment 

was conducted under a r t i f i c i a l  conditions. 
Responses were collectedand coding frames 
developed in the normal way; the coders were 
members of existing trained panels; but there was 
no supervision. Each coder worked in isolati~on, 
undoubtedly increasing the risk of disagreement. 
Nevertheless, there clearly is cause for concern. 
The proportion of comparisons between coders 
revealing disagreement - 49% is well in excess of 
the proportion of codings that would normally be 
checked, let alone changed, under most supervision 
systems. 

Should we ask open questions? 
An immediate reaction could be to reject open 

questions as sources of survey data. Schuman and 
Presser (1979) provide a rare example of a direct 
comparison between open and closed questions. They 
show that the two approaches can yield quite 
different response distributions and suggest that 
the data obtained from properly developed closed 
questions may be the more valid. But a super- 
f i c i a l l y  d~-r-fved closed question is unlikely to 
produce valid responses. I t  is l ikely to miss som~ 
dimensions of response and to bias responses towards 
the arb i t rar i l y  pre-set options. 

We could reduce the number of open questions 
asked. The same question may have been asked 
before or the responses may be predictable on some 
other external basis. Unfortunately, the results 
of our experiment show that the questions that 
yield the simplest response patterns, those that 
would most easily be closed, are the questions 
where coding is anyway comparatively reliable. 
Conversely, the questions most l iable to coder 
var iabi l i ty  are those that wi l l  be most resistant to 
closure within normal budget constraints. 
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An important feature of Schuman and Presser's 
work is they compared the open question and the 
' t rue '  closed question, where both the dimensions 
and the units of response are e x p l i c i t l y  stated 
to the respondent, e i ther  in the reading of the 
question or in an associated aide such as a show- 
card. The comparison was not between the open 
question and what is sometimes loosely referred 
to as the 'pre-coded' question. This is often an 
open question from the respondent's point of view, 
in that the avai lable response categories are not 
made e x p l i c i t .  Closure is applied only to the 
interv iewer 's task" instead of recording an answer 
verbatim, he or she w i l l  be asked to f i t  the 
answer into pre-coded categories. This is coding 
in the f i e ld  and is un l ike ly  to be even as 
re l iab le  as coding in the o f f i ce .  

Apart from the d i f f i c u l t y  of f inding an 
adequate closed a l te rnat ive ,  there are other 
common reasons for a preference for  an open 
question. We may wish to measure knowledge or 
awareness, without 'g iv ing away the answer'; or 
to establish the sal ient  reasons for  some activi i~, 
or be l ie f  without putt ing ideas into the mind of 
the respondent. Another reason is that given by 
Montgomery and Crittenden (1977) that open 
questions "are a source of subtle and often val- 
uable information about r ea l i t y  from the point of 
view of the respondent". Even i f  we have our 
doubts about th is argument, the verbatim response 
does o f fe r  a less constrained and summarised 
response that may, as Schuman and Presser point 
out, be of value to a future re-user of our survey 
data. 

Should we summary code the responses? 
Tf i t  is not r e a l i s t i c  t'o proh ib i t  the use of 

open questions, should we cast doubt on the sub- 
sequent process of summary coding? I t  re f lects  
the basic compromise between a desire for  depth 
of information and the need to measure a l l  
respondents on the same dimensions in the pursuit  
of aggregation and comparabi l i ty. I t  is th is 
need for  standardisation that gives r ise to the 
problems shown in our experimental resul ts .  

I t  is now r e a l i s t i c  to key and store verbatim 
responses in a computer, in an easi ly legible and 
accessible form. This w i l l  be essential i f  such 
responses are to be kept for  poster i ty  and w i l l  
f a c i l i t a t e  a more f l ex ib le  approach to the use of 
data obtained from open questions. We can avoid 
the f i n a l i t y  of the summary coding process and 
consider repeated or interrogatory approaches to 
the data. But i t  is not r e a l i s t i c  to think that 
a l te rnat ive ,  more re l iab le ,  approaches can be used 
in a l l  cases. The need for  summary coding before 
analysis w i l l  pers ist  for  the foreseeable future.  

Do we need a new coding process? 
l~he "more-or-less standard approach to summary 

coding is that a re la t i ve l y  small panel of coders 
is briefed for  the task. Each codes a large 
number of questionnaires, rais ing queries with 
colleagues or a supervisor. The work is p a r t i a l l y  
checked, but rarely in any sc i en t i f i c  way corre- 
sponding to the qua l i ty  control systems seen in 
industry.  

When correlated coder variance occurs, i t s  
e f fect  on the precision of a sample estimate w i l l  
be roughly proportional to the average number of 
codings performed by each coder. This implies 
that the panel of coders should be as large as 

possible, consistent with the need to rec ru i t ,  
t ra in ,  b r ie f  and oversee the panel. But ex is t ing 
procedures are s t i l l  l i ab le  to be re la t i ve l y  in-  
e f f i c i e n t  in s t a t i s t i ca l  terms. Judgmental 
differences and other errors w i l l  pers is t .  They 
could be reduced by at tent ion to the coding frame 
(discussed more f u l l y  below), t ra in ing and b r ie f -  
ing. They could be allowed for  by the adoption of 
double - or t reble - independent coding of each 
response, coupled with a reconc i l ia t ion process. 
And they could be spotted by the adoption of more 
rigorous batch-checking procedures in qua l i ty  
co n tro I .  

Double or treble-coding, where two or three 
independent assessments of each response are made 
and the f i n a l  coding is determined by reconci l ia-  
t ion or - less s a t i s f a c t o r i l y -  by accepting the 
modal value, is a t t rac t i ve  in terms of data qual i ty.  
I t  i s ,  however, expensive and time-consuming and 
is un l ike ly  to be generally adopted. In the case 
of double-coding, up to one-half of the responses 
may cal l  for  reconc i l ia t ion .  Even then, a 
substantial number of potential  disagreements 
could escape the system- cases where the two 
coders agree but neither records the 'correct '  
answer as defined by the researcher. Improved 
qua l i ty  control seems a far  more promising 
development. 

4.PRE-TESTING A CODING FRAME 
I t  would seem that the major i ty  of ad hoc sur- 

veys common in market research, w i l l  continue to 
use open questions and that the responses w i l l  
continue to be summary coded, a lbe i t  with improved 
qua l i ty  control procedures. The key to precision 
must then l i e  in the construct ion, communication 
and appl icat ion of the coding frame used to 
summarise the data. 

Montgomery & Crittenden have suggested an 
improved method of constructing coding frames, 
basical ly  a method involving double independent 
coding and reconc i l ia t ion .  But the i r  approach is 
best suited to smaller surveys and to crucial  
questions, pa r t i cu la r l y  diagnostic or c lass i fy ing 
questions where the requirement is that each 
respondent should be assigned to the single most 
appropriate class. A more generally applicable 
concept would be a formal system of pre-test ing 
the adequacy of a coding frame before the commit- 
ment is made to fu l l  data processing. 

Most rautine coding operations s ta r t  with the 
extract ion of up to I00 verbatim answers and the 
preparation of a draf t  coding frame. This frame 
is then assessed in some t o t a l l y  subjective way 
before being applied to the fu l l  data set. In 
order to obtain a more object ive assessment, we 
can select a fur ther  I00 responses and key them 
into computer storage. Three or more coders can 
then independently use a terminal to examine the 
responses and input the i r  codings. The researcher 
and, perhaps, the c l i en t  can also code the I00 
responses. The input codings are compared and out- 
put is produced showing the r e l i a b i l i t y  of the 
coding frame and each of i t s  componont categories. 
This w i l l  h igh l igh t  problems with the frame ca l l ing 
for  re-design or special precautions in both b r ie f -  
ing and qua l i t y  contro l .  

This approach does not represent a s ta r t l i ng  
advance. But i t  makes use of the computer terminal 
to overcome many of the pract ical  problems that 
would otherwise ar ise.  And i t  provides an object-  
ive measure of the qua l i ty  of th is  par t i cu la r  aspect 
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of survey design. (The same approach could, of 
course, be used post hoc to measure and declare the 
qua l i ty  of research data, a notably rare occurrence 
in respect of non-sampling errors.  

The approach was applied to a recent survey con- 
ducted by the SCPR Survey Research Centre. The sur- 
vey included a crucial  open question to local 
author i ty  tenants who had b u i l t  up rent arrears" 
'How did you come to get behind with the rent the 
last  time i t  happened? ' (An attempt to close the 
question had proved in a pre- test  to be excessively 
constraining and the l i s t  of response categories 
was f e l t  to be too long for  the use of prompting 
through a showcard - one of the less obvious prac- 
t i ca l  reasons for  the persistence of open questions) 

The dra f t  coding frame developed for  th is 
question (al lowing mult i-coding of complex resp- 
onses) consisted of 31 categories, examples being- 
HEALTH 
IF/I l l l ness .  Any mention of i l l ness ,  accident or 
hardship, mental or physical of household member. 
Include nervous breakdown, agoraphobia, f a i l i n g  
memory, addict ion. Include mention of people being 
in hospi ta l ,  o f f  work sick, on sickness benef i t .  
CHANGED DOMESTIC CIRCUMSTANCES 
I'/2 N e~v Baby 
I/3 Marital breakup- Divorce, separation, spl i t  up 
wi th cohabi tee. - 
LOW/LOWERED INCOME FROM WORK 
I'/4 unemploymehi~ of Househol-d Member- any mention. 
I/5 Lowered wages: Dr'op in wages noi~ involving 
actual loss of job (shorter hours, on strike, 
temporary lay-off, no overtime, off work sick, etc. ) 
I/6 Low Wages- Household member in low paid job, 
low in'come from work (long-term position, not a 
result of drop in wages as 6). 

In the pre-test, lO0 responses were independent- 
ly coded by a coding supervisor, 2 other coders, a 
researcher and the client. Table 7 shows the re- 
sults for the f i r s t  few codes. The example is less 
than perfect in that re l iab i l i t y  proved to be com- 
paratively high'. The level of overall re l iab i l i t y ,  
79%, was high by any standards but especially for a 
question of this complexity. Of the 31 individual 
code categories, 9 had re l iab i l i t y  indices below 
70%, but only 2 of these were categories used in 5% 
or more of codings. Finally, these two categories 
were both residual 'Other answer' categories. 

Nevertheless, this systematic assessment of the 
draft coding frame was found useful by the resear- 
cher. Several detailed changes were made before full 
scale coding began. Even with a fa i r ly  unfamiliar 
exercise, the cost of the pre-test was not great. 
The total cost was about £200 (say $400), evenly 
divided between the cost of the researcher's in- 
volvement and clerical/production costs. This cost 
can be reduced by about one-quarter and the risk- 

reduction involved w i l l  c lear ly  j u s t i f y  the expense. 

5 .FURTHER RESEARCH 
I=i{ is clear that the process of summary coding 

deserves and wil l receive further attention. Some 
priorit ies for further research can be recognised" 

Coding frames 
e Hov/ b'es't Can we reconcile the researcher's 

views based on research objectives with the views 
of coding staff based on greater exposure to the 
material to be coded? Specifically, who should 
prepare the coding frame? 

• How should coding frames be communicated to 
coding staff; what is the value of i l lustrat ive 
examples? 

• How valuable are hierarchial coding frames; do 
the Kalton & Stowell findings on more or less de- 
tailed frames generalise? 

Procedures 
• can we recognise and test aptitude for  coding 

staf f? 
• What supervision and query-raising procedures 

should be used? 
e What procedures should be adopted to control 

and measure qual i ty? 
Broader Issues 
• Assessment of the comparative values of open, 

closed and intermediate question forms. 
• Assessment of a l ternat ives to summary coding, 

especial ly in the context of computer development. 
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Table 7 

Code 

3 
4 
5 
6 

Total 
incidence (%) 

I I  
3 
7 

14 
6 
2 

Results o f .p re- tes t ing  a coding frame 

Incidence of use by" 
Supervisor Coder 1 Coder 2 Researcher Cl ient  

13 II  12 II I0 
2 4 2 3 3 
7 7 8 7 5 

15 12 16 14 14 
7 5 6 8 5 
2 2 2 1 2 

~) 

92 
82 
82 
88 
83 
89 

i 

159 


