
THE EFFECT OF LEVEL OF PARTICIPATION IN PROXY REPORTING 

Seymour Sudman, Universi ty of l l l  inois at Urbana-Champaign 
Geeta Menon, New York Universi ty 

Johnny Bla i r ,  Universi ty of Maryland at College Park 
Barbara Bickart,  Universi ty of Florida 

Introduct ion 
The use of proxy reporters is 

very common for  a wide range of sur- 
veys conducted by government agen- 
cies, un ivers i t ies  and the pr ivate 
sector. As examples, the Current 
Population Survey has a single 
household member report about labor 
force par t i c ipa t ion  of a l l  household 
members; in the Health Interview 
Survey and the National Crime Sur- 
vey, proxy respondents are permitted 
to report about other household mem- 
bers i f  they are not avai lable. In 
consumer research, information about 
mul t ip le family members' expendi- 
tures is often obtained using prox- 
ies. The major benefi t  from using 
proxies is the reduced cost of data 
co l lec t ion .  

The use of proxy reporters raises 
important issues of data qua l i ty .  
Ear l ier  work has usually found that 
proxy reports are less complete than 
se l f  reports, although in many cases 
the dif ferences are small and in a 
few cases proxy report ing is actual- 
ly better.(Moore, 1988) Many of the 
comparisons reported in the l i t e r a -  
ture, however, are d i f f i c u l t  to in- 
terpret  because proxies have been 
used only when the respondent is 
unavailable. Thus, report ing and 
sample biases are intermixed. In 
addit ion, the ea r l i e r  studies have 
simply compared se l f  and proxy re- 
port ing and have not provided in for -  
mation on how the cognit ive proces- 
ses used for  se l f  and proxy report- 
ing might d i f f e r .  

Our study, supported by funds 
from NSF, addresses these l i m i t -  
ations by interviewing pairs of re- 
spondents in a household and asking 
them to report both about thems.elves 
and the other household partner. We 
use a range of research strategies 
including thinkaloud interviews in a 
cognit ive laboratory set t ing,  te le-  
phone interviews and laboratory ex- 
periments. The questionnaire was 
designed to cover a broad range of 
topics including behavior, at t i tudes 
and demographic information. 

The study focuses on several 

major issues related to proxy re- 
port ing. In ea r l i e r  papers 
(Bickart,  et a l . ,  1989, Menon, et 
a l . ,  1990) we explored the d i f fe ren t  
cognit ive processes used by sel f  
and proxy respondents to answer be- 
havioral frequency and at t i tude 
questions with speci f ic  at tent ion to 
anchoring and adjustment strategies. 

The current paper discusses the 
convergence between sel f  and proxy 
reports over the ent i re range of 
behavior and at t i tude questions in 
our study and looks at three poss- 
ible explanatory factors derived 
from our theoret ical  perspective: 
the level of d i rect  par t ic ipa t ion  or 
discussion between sel f  and proxy, 
the importance of the topic and the 
confidence of respondents in the i r  
answers. 

We f i r s t  present a b r ie f  theoret- 
ical overview of on how people re- 
spond to survey questions and why 
proxy processes might d i f f e r .  This 
is followed by a descript ion of our 
methodology. The main part of the 
paper gives the results and we con- 
clude with a discussion of the i r  
meaning and plans for future re- 
search. 
Theoretical Overview 

Most researchers who use cogni- 
t ive methods to explain survey re- 
sponses have adopted a general model 
of the process that involves in ter-  
preting the question, re t r iev ing 
appropriate information or a pr ior  
judgment, making the judgment and 
report ing the response. (Strack and 
Martin, 1987; Tourangeau, 1987). 
Self and proxy processes would not 
d i f f e r  in terms of understanding the 
question, but could on the other 
dimensions. In th is  paper, we con- 
centrate on re t r ieva l  processes. 

The a b i l i t y  of proxy and sel f  
respondents to ret r ieve information 
from memory d i f fe rs  along four dim- 
ensions" 

I) whether the information is 
available in memory 

2) the context in which the in- 
formation is stored 

3) the access ib i l i t y  of the in- 
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formation 
4) the extent to which informa- 

tion has been integrated into 
summary judgments 

Information needed to answer 
q6estions about one's ow___nn behavior 
and attitudes should be available in 
memory; information needed to answer 
questions about others may not be 
available. Information about others 
wi l l  only be available i f  the target 
person's behavior has been observed 
or i f  i t  is learned through discus- 
sion or observing the consequences 
of the behavior. The amount of in- 
formation available should be re- 
lated to the amount of time the 
partners spend talking about the 
topic or the degree to which they 
participate together in the behavior 
as well as the importance of the 
topic or behavior to respondents. 
This suggests the hypotheses for 
this paper" 

HI' The correlation between self 
and proxy reports should increase as 
the level of participation or dis- 
cussion increases. 

H2" The correlation between self 
and proxy reports should increase as 
the topic is perceived as being more 
important. 

H3" The correlation between self 
and proxy reports should increase 
with increased respondent confidence 
in their answers. 
Methods 

The results in this paper are 
based on interviews with 200 pairs 
of partners in the same household in 
Champaign County I l l ino is .  In addi- 
tion to the substantive questions 
that are given in the tables, re- 
spondents were asked" 

How often do you and your part- 
ner...together? 

"How often do you and your part- 
ner discuss . . . .  

"How important is . . . to  you? 
(Behavioral items) or 

"How much do you care about the 
following issues? (attitudinal 
items. ) 

"How confident are you that your 
answers about partner's ... were 
accurate? 

Based on answers, respondents 
were dichotomized into higher or 
lower participation, more or less 
discussion, higher or lower impor- 
tance and more or less confidence. 

The telephone study obtained 

direct measures of jo int  participa- 
tion of partners for three be- 
haviors, television viewing, alcohol 
consumption and vis i ts to the doc- 
tor. The number of jo int  doctor 
visi ts was too small to allow for 
spl i t t ing the sample. In addition, 
i t  is possible to observe partners' 
behavior better in the home for ac- 
t i v i t i es  such as reading books for 
pleasure, while act iv i t ies such as 
reading books for work or school are 
conducted outside the home and are 
less easy to observe. Activit ies 
that occur in the home should gener- 
al ly lead to higher convergence in 
self and proxy reports. 

For continuous variables, the 
measure of convergence is simply the 
correlation between self and proxy 
reports on the same question. For 
non-continuous items, the percent 
agreement is taken as the measure of 
accuracy. In this paper, we do not 
concern ourselves with directions of 
inaccuracy that result in bias, nor 
do we address, except in passing, 
the possibi l i ty that proxy reporters 
may be better than self reporters 
for threatening questions. 
Results 
Participation-Table I presents the 
correlations between self and proxy 
for the sample spl i t  by partners 
who participate together at higher 
and lower levels. On five of seven 
comparisons, the correlations are 
higher for partners who participate 
more. The two reversals are for 
questions asking for number of bot- 
tles of beer or number of drinks of 
liquor drunk for each drinking epi- 
sode. A post facto explanation is 
that this isre lated to the threat 
of these questions. Note that the 
correlation is lowest on the most 
sensitive question in the study, the 
number of times the person was drunk 
in the past year. 

I t  may be seen that, in general, 
the hypothesis that greater part ici- 
pation leads to greater convergence 
is confirmed. The effects are con- 
sistent, but not earthshaking. Ad- 
ditional support for the participa- 
tion hypothesis comes from Table 2 
where the overall correlation bet- 
ween self and proxy is .74 for books 
read for fun (presumably at home) 
and .09 for books read for work or 
school and mainly away from home. 
Discussion_Table 2 compares the cor- 
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re la t ions  on behavior and a t t i tude  
var iables for  partners who report 
more or less discussion. On 7 of 8 
behavior comparisons and 14 of 20 
a t t i t ude  comparisons with one t i e ,  
cor re la t ions are higher for  partners 
who discuss more. 

For non-continuous items, given 
in Table 3, partners who discuss 
more are more accurate in I0 of 12 
comparisons. On average, partners 
who discuss more are r igh t  85 per- 
cent of the time compared to 82 per- 
cent of the time for  partners who 
discuss less. Although ind iv idual  
items do not d i f f e r  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  
because of the small sample sizes, 
the pattern of responses is c lea r l y  
s i gn i f i can t  using a binomial signs 
tes t .  

These are real d i f ferences and 
not a r t i f a c t s ,  but one might wonder 
why they are not larger .  Two 
reasons suggest themselves. F i rs t ,  
i t  must be recognized that the ques- 
t ions dealing with pa r t i c i pa t i on  and 
discussion between partners are 
themselves subject to the same cog- 
n i t i ve  processes as the substantive 
questions. Measurement error  in 
these var iables would reduce the 
estimated e f fec ts .  

Second, the level of agreement on 
the non-continuous items, at least 
for  th is  sample and these questions, 
is very high so that there is l i t t l e  
v a r i a b i l i t y  to explain. Note, how- 
ever that  d i f ferences between the 
behavioral and a t t i t ud i na l  var iables 
are s imi la r  between those who par- 
t i c i p a t e  and discuss more and less 
although, as has been observed in 
other set t ings,  proxies are s l i g h t l y  
bet ter  reporters about behavior than 
about a t t i tudes .  
Importance-Tables 4 and 5 compare 
cor re la t ions and level of agreement 
between se l f  and proxy by perceived 
level of importance of the top ic .  
Remember again that perceived impor- 
tance is a subject ive measure sub- 
jec t  to the same cogni t ive issues 
described ea r l i e r .  For behavioral 
items, the resul ts  do not support 
the hypothesis. In 7 of 10 compar- 
isons, cor re la t ions or the levels of 
agreement are higher where the topic 
is thought to be less important. 
This is a reminder of an ea r l i e r  
f ind ing that  se l f -presentat ion is-  
sues arise because important topics 
may also be threatening. 

The hypothesis that more impor- 
tant topics are bet ter  reported is 
upheld in 17 of 20 a t t i tude  compar- 
isons. The average cor re la t ion  for 
respondents who th ink the topic is 
more important is .45 as compared to 
.32 for  those who th ink i t  is less 
important. Here there are no clear 
r igh t  or wrong answers and so se l f -  
presentation does not intrude. 
Again, the binomial signs test  of 
a l l  comparisons is s t a t i s t i c a l l y  
s i gn i f i can t  although ind iv idual  
items are not. 
Confidence-Confidence in answers is 
also a subject ive var iable which 
should re f l ec t  respondents' evalua- 
t ions of how much they know about 
t he i r  partners. Since reports of 
confidence present issues of se l f -  
presentation and may be a funct ion 
of overal l  sel f -conf idence, we had 
no strong advance hypotheses about 
how well th is  var iable would work as 
a predic tor  of convergence. The 
resul ts  in Tables 6 and 7 suggest 
that confidence in the answer is 
correlated with higher levels of 
agreement. In 9 of  12 comparisons 
between se l f  and proxy on behavioral 
items, cor re la t ions were higher for  
those with higher confidence. The 
average cor re la t ion  for  those with 
higher confidence was .50 compared 
to .34 for those with lower conf i -  
dence. 

On a t t i t ud i na l  var iables,  corre- 
la t ions between se l f  and proxy were 
higher for  those with higher con- 
fidence in 12 of 19 comparisons with 
one t i e .  On the agreement items, 8 
of 12 comparisons indicated higher 
levels of agreement for  those with 
more confidence in t he i r  answers. 
Those with higher confidence aver- 
aged 87 percent agreement as com- 
pared to 80 percent for  those with 
less confidence. The binomial signs 
test  again indicates that these are 
not chance resu l ts .  
Discussion 

The hypotheses related to par t ic -  
ipat ion and discussion improving the 
convergence of se l f  and proxy re- 
ports were confirmed. The hypo- 
thesis that importance of the topic 
would also increase convergence was 
confirmed for  a t t i t u d i n a l ,  but dis-  
confirmed for  behavioral items. 
Obviously, something else is at work 
on, at least ,  these behavioral 
items. 
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Confidence in answers appeared to 
predict  convergence as well or bet- 
ter  than any of the other variables 
and might well be considered as a 
single question to be used ei ther  to 
determine whether to use a proxy 
respondent at a l l  or to evaluate 
proxy reports. I t  seems l i k e l y  that 
confidence is highly related to 
level of par t i c ipa t ion  or discussion 
and that a question or questions on 
level of pa r t i c ipa t ion  might replace 
or supplement a confidence question 
before deciding whether or not to 
accept a proxy report.  

The size of the ef fects we found 
is moderate. Obviously the var i -  
ables we look at are related to 
proxy report ing,  but they c lear ly  
are not the only ones. We need to do 
more work to control for  other fac- 
tors,  especia l ly ,  i t  would appear, 
se l f -prenetat ion.  I f  we know that 
there are s ign i f i can t  response 
errors in se l f - repor ts  of threat 

ening behavior, i t  is not obvious 
that high convergence between se l f  
and proxy would be possible or even 
indicate val id information. 

We recognize that our current 
methodology l im i t s  the r e l i a b i l i t y  
and v a l i d i t y  of reports of 
par t i c ipa t ion  and discussion. One 
way to remedy th is  is to conduct 
laboratory experiments where the 
level of par t i c ipa t ion  and 
discussion are contro l led and then 
to conduct surveys asking about the 
process that occurred. We are 
planning such experiments with pairs 
of roommates. 

As a f ina l  remark, we have 
learned that by t ry ing  to understand 
differences between se l f  and proxy 
report ing we now have a l i t t l e  bet- 
ter  idea of how people report about 
themselves. Our analyses are s t i l l  
very much in progress and we look 
forward to sharing them with you as 
they become avai lable.  
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Behavior 

TABLE 1 

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN SELF AND PROXY 
REPORTS BY LEVEL OF PARTICIPATION 

Total 
Higher Lower 
Pa r t i c i pa t i on  

Hrs. of TV watched weekdays 
Hrs. of TV watched weekends 
Times drunk beer in month 
Bot t les of beer/t ime 
Times drunk l i quo r  in month 
Number of  d r inks / t ime 
Times drunk 

Average 

.44 

.53 

.62 

.53 

.88 

.76 

.18 

.52 .42 

.66 .46 

.72 .58 

.48 .61 

.93 .69 

.62 .76 

.28 .24 

.60 .54 

Var iable 
Behavior 

TABLE 2 

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN SELF AND PROXY 
REPORTS BY LEVEL OF DISCUSSION 

Total 
More 
Discussion 

Less 
Discussion 

Number of  newspapers read 
Number of books read for  work or school 
Number of books read for  fun 
Health ra t ing  
Days missed of work/school in past year 
Number times seen doctor 
Seriousness of  condi t ion 
Income 

Average 

Favo rab i l i t y  - KKK 
Labor Unions 
NRA 
Women's groups 
Environmental groups 

Job President is Do ing - l n f l a t i on  
Unemployment 
Trade d e f i c i t  
Economy 
Foreign competi t ion 

Honmesty o f - P o l i t i c i a n  
President 
Senator Simon 
Gov. Thompson 
Senator Helms 
Gov. Dukakis 
Senator Kennedy 
Gary Hart 
Ronald Reagan 

Ef fect ivness of  Government Drug 
Abuse Program 

Average 

.56 

.09 

.74 

.56 

.47 

.41 

.28 

.82 

.15 

.58 

.68 

.40 

.32 

.45 

.49 

.36 

.44 

.38 

.38 

.50 

.46 

.39 

.40 

.32 

.40 

.78 

.53 

.23 

.36 

.17 

.54 

.61 

.48 

.50 

.39 

.88 

.49 

.26 

.76 

.84 

.48 

.12 

.57 

.58 

.48 

.54 

.50 

.28 

.51 

.50 

.40 

.39 

.33 

.40 

.76 

.49 

.29 

.47 

.68 

.08 

.42 

.44 

.40 

.30 

.20 

.79 

.41 

.06 

.44 

.58 

.28 

.31 

.33 

.38 

.24 

.32 

.28 

.46 

.50 

.41 

.36 

.40 

.30 

.40 

.80 

.58 

.17 

.38 
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Variable 
Behaviors 

TABLE 3 

PERCENT AGREEMENT BETWEEN SELF AND PROXY 
REPORTS BY LEVEL OF DISCUSSION OR PARTICIPATION 

Total 

percent Agreement 
More Less 
Discussion Discussion 

Main source of news 
Read a book 
Saw a doctor in past year 
Registered voter 
Voted in President ial  e lect ion 
Candidate voted in e lect ion 
Voted in primary 
Candidate voted in primary 
Employment status 

At t i tudes 
Goverment support for  fami l i y  

planning 
Support abort ion for fami ly 

planning 
Abortion i f  b i r th  defect 

Average 

58.7 
82.5 
87.5 
94.2 
96.0 
90.5 
80.9 
70.8 
92.8 

56.6 67.6 
94.3 82.9 
90.0 91.9 
97.2 91.9 
95.9 96.1 
92.4 88.6 
85.4 77.1 
69.7 68.1 
92.0 100.0 

77.2 81.3 72.6 

77.3 91.0 77.0 
72.7 74.4 71.1 

85.0 81.7 

TABLE 4 

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN SELF AND PROXY 
REPORTS BY LEVEL OF IMPORTANCE 

Variable 
Behavior 

More 
Important 

Number of books read for  work/school 
Number of books read for  fun 
Number of hours watched TV-weekdays 
Number of hours watched TV-weekends 
Time drunk beer in month 
Bott les of beer/time 
Times drunk 

.08 

.78 

.29 

.52 

.58 

.46 
- .09  

Average .37 

At t i tudes 
More 
Important 

Favorabi I i ty-KKK 
Labor Unions 
NRA 
Women's groups 
Environmental groups 

.08 

.62 

.80 

.47 

.16 

Job President is do ing - l n f l a t i on  
Unemployment 
Trade d e f i c i t  
Economy 
Foreign competit ion 

.48 

.54 

.42 

.52 

.46 

Less 
Important 

.30 

.56 

.51 

.62 

.97 

.97 

.16 

.58 

Less 
Important 

.19 

.42 

.42 

.24 

.10 

.38 

.34 

.22 

.22 

.21 
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TABLE 4 continued 

At t i tudes 

Honesty of p o l i t i c i a n s  
President 
Senator Simon 
Gov. Thompson 
Senator Helms 
Gov. Dukakis 
Senator Kennedy 
Gary Hart 
Ronald Reagan 

Effectiveness of Government Drug 
Abuse Program 

Average 

More 
Important 

.34 

.55 

.49 

.37 

.44 

.30 

.42 

.80 

.54 

.26 

.45 

Less 
Important 

.41 

.36 

.32 

.42 

.22 

.34 

.34 

.70 

.48 

.14 

.32 

TABLE 5 

PERCENT AGREEMENT BETWEEN SELF AND PROXY 
REPORTS BY LEVEL OF IMPORTANCE 

Variable 
Behavior 

Percent Agreement 
More Less 
Important Important 

Read a book 
Drank beer las t  month 
Drank l i quor  las t  month 

89.2 80.5 
88.6 100.0 
84.8 80.0 

Average 87.5 86.8 

Variable 
Behavior 

TABLE 6 

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN SELF AND PROXY 
REPORTS BY LEVEL OF CONFIDENCE 

High 
Confidence 

Low 
Confidence 

Number of books read for  work/school 
Number of books read for  fun 
Number of hours watched TV-weekdays 
Number of hours watched TV-weekends 
Health ra t ing 
Days missed work/school 
Number of times seen doctor in past year 
Number of times been drunk in month 
Number of bot t les beer/time 
Number of times l i quor  drunk in month 
Number of drinks of I iquor/ t ime 
Number of times drunk in year 

Average 

.16 

.84 

.59 

.62 

.62 

.49 

.38 

.77 

.65 

.92 

.86 

.60 

.50 

.25 

.52 

.24 

.15 

.40 

.55 

.60 

.57 

.58 

.61 

.54 

.14 

.34 
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Att i tudes 

TABLE 6 continued 

High 
Confidence 

Low 
Confidence 

Favorabi l i ty  to Labor Unions 
Favorabi l i ty  to NRA 
Favorabi l i ty  to Women's Groups 
Favorabi l i ty  to Environmental Groups 

Job President is doing-lnflation 
Job President is doing-Unemployment 
Job President is doing-Trade Deficit 
Job President is doing-Economy 
Job President is doing-Foreign Competition 

Honesty of Po l i t i c ians 
Honesty of President 
Honesty of Senator Simon 
Honesty of Governor Thompson 
Honesty of Seantor Helms 

.53 

.72 

.46 

.36 

.50 

.52 

.38 

.48 

.40 

.37 

.55 

.50 

.38 

.46 

Honesty of Governor Dukakis .36 
Honesty of Senator Kennedy .38 
Honesty of Gary Hart .79 
Honesty of Ronald Reagan .52 
Effectiveness of Government Drug Abuse Program .23 

.59 

.66 

.25 

.06 

.38 

.41 
- .03 

.10 

.15 

.53 

.60 

.46 

.71 

.38 

.40 

.24 

.79 

.72 

.44 

Average .47 .41 

Variable 
Behavior 

TABLE 7 

PERCENT AGREEMENT BETWEEN SELF AND PROXY 
REPORTS BY LEVEL OF CONFIDENCE 

High 
Confidence 

Low 
Confidence 

Read 
Saw a doctor in past year 
Drank beer last  month 
Drank l iquor  last  month 
Registered voter 
Voted in Presidental elect ion 
Candidate voted in elect ion 
Voted in primary 
Candidate voted in primary 

Att i tudes 
Government support for family planning 
Support abotions for family planning 
Abortion i f  b i r th  defect 

Average 

89.7 
83.9 
90.3 
84.4 
93.9 
96.7 
92.0 
83.8 
69.8 

84.0 
91.4 
79.1 

86.6 

80.4 
86.7 
93.3 
66.7 
90.0 

100.0 
81.8 
71.4 
75.0 

75.0 
73.0 
66.7 

80.0 
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