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Abstract

Cross-national surveys face the particular challenge of trying to balance optimal survey quality within a
country with comparability across countries in terms of data quality. Addressing this challenge during
fieldwork requires effective management of fieldwork data, a task made more difficult by the inherent
differences between countries. This article argues that changes to the comprehensiveness, timeliness,
consistency, and accessibility of fieldwork data facilitate monitoring and represent a necessary step
forward towards achieving optimal data quality in cross-national surveys. It discusses the approach of the
European Social Survey (ESS) for monitoring fieldwork cross-nationally, and specifically, the
improvements made to central monitoring with the introduction of the Fieldwork Management System
(FMS). Through real-life examples of the use of FMS by the central team, the article reflects and
discusses the impact of the changes to fieldwork monitoring. The ESS experience demonstrates that
there is more than one way to realise the benefits of improved fieldwork data management and provides
insights about the process of improving central monitoring of fieldwork for other cross-national surveys.
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1. Introduction
Monitoring fieldwork is vital to ensuring the quality of any survey. When done effectively, it enables
researchers to take steps to maximise the potential of the sample, and to try to minimise errors associated
with sample quality (representation) and survey measurement whilst the survey is still in the field (Biemer,
2010; Biemer & Lyberg, 2003). However, cross-national surveys face the particular challenge of
maximising the survey quality in countries with diverse national contexts (Pennell et al., 2017) and
minimising the impact of these national differences on comparability of survey data across countries
(Smith, 2011). It requires making explicit trade-offs with respect to achieving optimal survey quality within
a country and maintaining optimal comparability between countries in terms of survey data quality. Any
attempts to  successfully address this challenge during fieldwork requires researchers to be informed
about what is happening in the field across countries, a task made more difficult by the inherent
differences between countries.

Successful cross-national monitoring of fieldwork requires effective management of fieldwork data across
diverse countries. It is a precondition to implementing any responsive (Groves & Heeringa, 2006) or
adaptive (Schouten et al., 2012; Wagner, 2008) survey designs. Without adequate information about
sample units and fieldwork progress, it is not possible to apply the knowledge about survey errors and
data-driven models (e.g. Vandenplas at al., 2017)  to effective strategies for the field. This article
discusses the new approach taken by the European Social Survey (ESS) to address the challenge of
managing and monitoring fieldwork data across multiple countries, focusing specifically on the experience
of introducing an electronic central Fieldwork Management System (FMS) in ESS Round 9. It reflects on
how the information exchange facilitated by the new monitoring system impacts on insights gained by
central survey teams into fieldwork both across and  within countries, thereby affecting the capacity to
monitor and intervene effectively during data collection.

2. Choosing an Approach to Monitoring Fieldwork Cross-nationally
Cross-national surveys need to be able to monitor fieldwork consistently across countries in a way that
remains sensitive to national differences in the availability of data collection technologies and
infrastructure, survey experience and survey culture. The approach taken also needs to be practical when
researchers are at least one step removed from the data collection process, located in a different country
to the fieldwork agency, and bearing in mind that resources available for monitoring both locally and
centrally are limited.

Different cross-national surveys have approached this challenge in different ways. Arguably, the
approaches can be characterised based on the level of (de)centralisation – how much of the monitoring is
done by the central team responsible for overseeing survey implementation across participating countries.
One option is a highly-centralised approach such as that implemented by the Survey of Health, Ageing
and Retirement in Europe (SHARE). The central team closely defines fieldwork activities and regularly
monitors data received during fieldwork while suggesting solutions for spotted issues (Malter, 2014). All
participating countries are required to use the same survey technology for collecting data (the Sample
Management System and Blaise) which greatly facilitates central monitoring. However, costs of
implementation are increased with significant investment in technology. SHARE has successfully rolled
out the approach across 27 EU countries and Israel, but not all surveys can insist or afford a common
technology for all countries. It may also pose a barrier to entry for some countries and it limits the flexibility
of the survey.

Alternatively, cross-national surveys such as the World Values Survey (WVS) or the International Social
Survey Programme (ISSP) have adopted highly-decentralised approaches to fieldwork monitoring.
Central intervention is limited to setting minimum standards across countries (regarding for example the
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type of sampling design and the target net sample size) which national teams are responsible for
implementing at their discretion. There is no involvement of the central team in monitoring fieldwork during
data collection (http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org; ISSP Research Group, 2018). This approach provides
flexibility to adapt to the national survey contexts, reduces the cost of implementation, and consequently,
allows inclusion of more diverse countries in the survey. However, it sacrifices central oversight of
fieldwork and the possibility for interventions to improve quality standards and cross-national
comparability before data is deposited.

Another option is to adopt a more hybrid approach in order to try and reduce – as much as possible- the
limitations that exist when adopting a purely centralised or decentralised approach in the cross-national
context while also trying to keep -as much as possible- the advantages of each approach. This approach
aims to find a balance between the ability to respond flexibly to national circumstances whilst at the same
time providing central quality assurance and maintaining cross-national comparability. The European
Social Survey (ESS) is an example of a cross-national survey that adopts such a hybrid approach.
Consistent with its input harmonised approach to data collection the ESS aims for functionally equivalent
survey designs, adopting standardised procedures and protocols throughout the survey life cycle while
allowing for specific country contexts to be considered (Jowell et al., 2007). National teams (led by a
National Coordinator) are responsible for applying ESS standards in nationally specific ways and
appointing a suitable survey agency to conduct fieldwork in their country (European Social Survey, 2017).
At the same time, the central team exercises close oversight of all aspects of data collection. Joint
responsibility carries over into the monitoring of fieldwork with national teams taking the lead but always in
consultation with the central team (www.europeansocialsurvey.org).

The success of the hybrid approach to fieldwork monitoring depends, however, on the flow of information
between the national and central teams and how this is managed. Effective oversight is only possible if
the central team has access to detailed information alongside the national team and this information is
available in a timely and consistent manner across countries. To facilitate effective fieldwork monitoring in
cross-national surveys using a hybrid approach, the data used for monitoring therefore needs to fulfil four
main criteria. Data needs to be:

Comprehensive: It should cover all possible outcomes (i.e. interview, non-contact, refusal,
appointments, etc.), as well as characteristics of the sample units (i.e. geographic areas,
demographic characteristics, etc.) and their allocation in the field (i.e. processing status, interviewer
assignment, etc.). Whilst broad indicators at country level, like overall response rate, can inform
whether to continue fieldwork or not, less aggregated indicators like regional or interviewer level
response rates can suggest targeted strategies for how to improve performance. Fieldwork is a
complex process and reliance on a single indicator can at best provide an incomplete picture.
Timely: Data should reflect the most recent state of fieldwork possible so as to allow for meaningful
intervention. Depending on the fieldwork period, the frequency of updates required may vary.
Consistent: It should be possible to monitor progress using comparable indicators over the entire
fieldwork period, across countries and between different survey rounds.
Accessible: Shared responsibility for fieldwork monitoring means that all stakeholders need to have
access to the same data so that they can engage in informed discussion and joint decision making.

The remainder of this article addresses how surveys can meet these criteria.

3. Improving the Central Monitoring of Cross-National Fieldwork Activities
Any cross-national surveys aiming to improve its central monitoring of fieldwork focus their efforts within
the two branches of the Total Survey Error (TSE) framework; representation and measurement (Groves &
Lyberg, 2010). To monitor the (progress during the) data collection stage with respect to representation
effectively, it is necessary to be informed about the state of each sample unit throughout the fieldwork
period. To monitor measurement, it is necessary to be informed about the answers to each question in the
survey.   This article focuses on the first type of monitoring.
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The first pre-requisite for effective monitoring is having an instrument that records the state of the sample
units.  For this, the ESS uses “Contact Forms” to record information about each sample unit during
fieldwork including the time, mode and outcome of each contact attempt made. These instruments are
highly standardised and the resulting data is published in an integrated file for all countries ( European
Social Survey, 2018) together with the main survey data. Furthermore, after data is published,  the contact
form (CF) data is used to produce headline quality indicators, like response rates, and conduct analyses
about fieldwork quality of the ESS (see for example Beullens et al., 2016).

To monitor fieldwork, however, the second pre-requisite is that the central team has access to this CF
data as fieldwork is being conducted. There are multiple factors that restrict the access to the CF data
during fieldwork; a key one is the fact that countries in the ESS collect the data using different software
and, in some cases, paper-and-pencil mode. In previous rounds, the minimum requirement during
fieldwork was only that survey agencies, via National Coordinators, provide the central team with a
fortnightly (weekly since Round 8) update via e-mail providing some basic aggregate-level information
such as the total number of completed interviews (European Social Survey, 2015). The timing, format,
and level of detail contained in these reports varied considerably between countries, making it difficult to
build up a complete or comparable picture of fieldwork across countries. As a result, the ESS version of
the hybrid approach to fieldwork monitoring struggled to meet the criteria for effective fieldwork
monitoring. For the latest round (Round 9), ESS has therefore invested in a new electronic Fieldwork
Management System (FMS) intended to provide a shared platform for the central receipt and processing
of nationally-collated fieldwork data.

3.1 Introducing the Fieldwork Management System (FMS)

The electronic Fieldwork Management System (FMS) developed for ESS Round 9 aims to provide all
ESS stakeholders – local fieldwork organisations, National Coordinators and the central Fieldwork Team-
involved in monitoring fieldwork in each country with access to comprehensive, timely, standardised and
shared information about the state of the sample units during fieldwork itself.

The FMS was developed for ESS by CentERdata, University of Tilburg as part of the EU-funded
Horizon2020 project Synergies for Europe’s Research Infrastructures in the Social Sciences – SERISS
(www.seriss.eu). The FMS draws heavily on the experience of the Sample Management System (SMS)
used by SHARE (Malter, 2014) but has been adapted to accommodate the ESS’ hybrid approach to data
collection and fieldwork monitoring. Two different versions of the FMS were correspondingly developed for
ESS and tested in Round 9.

The first version, the CASE CTRL App, broadly mirrors SHARE’s original SMS and consists of a mobile
app which interviewers can use in the field to record contact information about each sample unit. This
information is then transmitted in “real time” (whenever the APP is online) back to a central database
maintained by the local survey agency (SAMPLE CTRL) and visible through an online interface (SURVEY
CTRL) to the central fieldwork team. Initially, the intention was that all participating ESS countries would
adopt CASE CTRL. However, feedback from countries highlighted barriers to roll out ranging on the one
hand from agencies’ with less well developed infrastructures voicing concerns about a lack of suitable
local IT support to, on the other hand, agencies with their own well established in-house monitoring
software being reluctant to adopt project-specific technology for a single survey (Butt et al., 2016).

A second version of the FMS – the FMS Upload Portal – was therefore developed. This accommodates
national variation by allowing fieldwork agencies to retain their own in-house system for collecting the
monitoring information whilst fulfilling the central team’s demand for standardised, timely and detailed
monitoring information to be available for all countries during fieldwork. Countries are required to upload
case-level data to an online portal on a weekly basis using a standardised template (see Appendix A).
The upload frequency could be set to more frequent if desired. The information available for each case
includes the date, mode, outcome and interviewer responsible for the last contact attempt.

Importantly, data uploaded to the FMS Upload Portal and data transmitted from CASE CTRL feed into the
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same online user interface, SURVEY CTRL (Figure 1).  The central team can view a set of headline
response indicators calculated in a consistent way for all countries as well as gaining access to the
underlying data to conduct more bespoke analysis to inform fieldwork decisions as required. A full list of
the summary indicators available is provided in Appendix B. Screenshots of the interface of the online
platform are presented in Appendix C.

Figure 1. Versions of the FMS data process in the ESS

At the start of fieldwork (1st of September 2018) both versions were available for monitoring fieldwork.
(More information about the FMS versions at https://seriss.centerdata.nl/page2.php)

3.2 Meeting the criteria to conduct effective fieldwork monitoring before and after the
introduction of the FMS

As mentioned in section 2, the introduction of the FMS in the ESS R9 should realise improvements with
respect to these four criteria compared to the ESS’ ability to effectively facilitate the hybrid approach to
fieldwork monitoring in previous rounds. Table 1 compares both versions of the FMS to the previous
approach of the ESS on each of the criteria.

Comprehensiveness: In Round 1 to 8, the central team’s monitoring of the state of the sample was limited
to the country level based on aggregate-level summaries generated by the countries. Some countries
provided regional or demographic summaries as well, though this was optional and not very common
(requiring more work from the national teams). The FMS allows the central team to receive data on each
contact attempt made to sample units. Data can readily be broken down by geography, by sample
demographics, and compared at the level of interviewers, case level or even by contact attempt. The
potential for comprehending issues occurring during fieldwork thereby increases. The country level
summary was sufficient to provide an overview and spot any major issues, but the more disaggregated
indicators allow the central team to identify issues that would have been impossible at higher levels of

https://surveyinsights.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Figure-1.-Versions-of-the-FMS-v2.jpg
https://seriss.centerdata.nl/page2.php
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aggregation and to investigate potential underlying causes. For example, interviewer level data enables
monitoring interviewers that are under- and overperforming in the field, or identifying interviewers that
deviate from the contact strategy.  The Upload Portal is limited to the outcome of the last contact attempt
in the week, rather than the full contact history as provided by CASE CTRL. Therefore, analyses that
depend on information for each contact attempt, like checks on contacts attempts during weekends or in
the evenings, are only possible with the latter.

Timeliness: From rounds 1 to 8 of the ESS, national teams sent the summary reports of fieldwork on a
weekly to fortnightly basis (and often more sporadically depending on other demands on the NC’s time). A
big advantage of CASE CTRL is that it transfers data automatically to the central teams on a daily basis. 
Data via the Upload Portal is still only available weekly (requiring a manual upload from the country teams
and thereby making more frequent updates potentially burdensome).  However, it is anticipated that the
standardised upload procedure – and the fact that countries only need to provide data and not spend
additional time generating indicators – should help to make the process more routine and better facilitate
sticking to a weekly schedule.

Consistency:  In previous rounds, the exact nature of the information provided – and the analyses
conducted – varied considerably between countries despite the provision of central guidelines. The FMS
ensures that a common set of headline indicators and summary reports are generated for all countries. 
The FMS Upload Portal accommodates variation in the mode in which underlying data were collected
across countries (e.g. paper-and-pencil or computer-assisted contact forms) but the standardised upload
template provides the basis for calculating common indicators across countries. Both the Upload Portal
and CASE CTRL are integrated with Central Case Management system to allow consistent central
monitoring of indicators across countries using either version of the FMS.

Accessibility: From Round 1 to 8, the data about fieldwork was collected and communicated via email.
This meant another task for the national team and also meant that access was limited to the recipients of
the email who could potentially miss or lose track of an update. The FMS makes the data and the
indicators available in the online system accessible to all parties involved in the fieldwork monitoring
(survey agency, national teams and the central team) for the duration of fieldwork. While the Upload
Portal still requires a manual upload of the data, the CASE CTRL app facilitates the automatic transfer of
data from the interviewer to the survey agency to the central team.

Compared to previous rounds of the ESS, the FMS should therefore provide more disaggregated, more
frequent data on fieldwork. It standardises the production of common fieldwork indicators across countries
and facilitates automatic sharing of the data between stakeholders. The Upload Portal has some
limitations compared to CASE CTRL, but both represents a significant improvement over the information
available to the central team in previous ESS Rounds based on the theoretical criteria mentioned above.

Improvements in all criteria should be reflected in a positive impact in the capabilities of effective fieldwork
monitoring both across and within countries.

Table 1. Comparison of monitoring systems in the ESS: Country Summary Reports in ESS1-8,
FMS CASE CTRL and FMS Upload Portal in ESS9
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4. Monitoring ESS Round 9 Fieldwork with the FMS
How have the changes introduced by the FMS improved the central team’s insight on fieldwork, both
between and within countries? How was the FMS received by users and how well did it work in practice?

To illustrate the usefulness of the FMS for effective central fieldwork monitoring, we present examples of
analyses produced using the FMS data during ESS Round 9 fieldwork. According to the ESS
specifications the ESS R9 fieldwork should have been conducted between the 1st of September 2018 and
the 31st of December 2018. Fieldwork is expected take at least one month, but no more than 4 months
i.e. a fieldwork period lasting between 4 to 5 and 18 to 19 weeks.   The insights presented here therefore
focus on the first 19 weeks of Round 9 fieldwork. We pooled the data used for monitoring fieldwork from
the FMS online system in the 19th week of fieldwork (corresponding to the 17th January 2019).  Because
in practice some countries started fieldwork after 1st Sept and others were in the field longer than four
months, as of January 2019, the ESS was still actively monitoring fieldwork for 21 European countries

https://surveyinsights.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Table-1.-Comparison-of-monitoring-systems-revised.png
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from the 22 countries that had started fieldwork. CASE CTRL was in use by four ESS Round 9 countries
whilst the Upload Portal was in use by 18 countries.

The names of the countries have been removed from the results as the goal is not to diagnose the
situation in any particular country but instead to illustrate the possibilities for monitoring in all countries. In
some countries using the Upload Portal, data was not uploaded for one or two weeks; in these cases the
data was imputed assuming an equal distribution between available data points. The examples showcase
how the changes introduced by the FMS have helped the central team with monitoring fieldwork (1)
across countries and (2) within each country.

4.1 Monitoring fieldwork across countries

Monitoring fieldwork at the country level enables the central team to have an overview of the progress of
fieldwork across all countries. At this level, monitoring focuses on identifying different dynamics of
fieldwork and spotting countries where interventions or more support from the central team might be
required.

Survey response across countries

FMS data can be used to track overall fieldwork progress by monitoring the cumulative number of
interviews (or the response rate) achieved by each country across each week of fieldwork. Progress can
also be compared both to the country’s performance in the previous round and the country’s projected
performance in the current round (as agreed with the fieldwork agency in advance of fieldwork and often
informed by past performance). Consistently performing below target suggests the need for further
investigation and possible intervention. Whilst similar analyses were possible in previous rounds, the FMS
provides several advantages: Simple charts, such as those shown, are generated automatically within the
FMS, reducing researcher effort and ensuring consistent calculations. It is also possible to compare the
response rate of a country (for example country 21 as highlighted in Figure 2 by way of illustration of a
regular development of the response rate in the ESS) to other countries in the field. We can also be
confident that the calculation of the response rate is consistent across countries. Such differences in the
response rates increase the importance of observing other indicators like the ones presented in the
following examples.

Figure 2. Response rate ESS 9 in country 21 (red) in comparison to other countries in the field
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Adherence to standards across countries

The FMS can also be used to monitor compliance against ESS standards. The non-contact rate needs to
be below 3% in all countries and each case has to be visited at least four times before it can be declared
a non-contact (European Social Survey, 2017). By combining the data on the state of each sample unit
and their respective history of contact attempts, it is possible to calculate the compliance with the ESS
standards on non-contact rate and contact strategy as shown in Figure 3. The blue column represents the
non-contact rate for cases that are considered to be closed by the survey agency. If the non-contact rate
(closed) is above the 3% threshold, then they are not compliant with the ESS standard. The red column
represents the proportion of non-contact cases that have been closed without being visited at least 4
times, meaning that they are not compliant with the contact strategy of the ESS. Non-compliant countries
should revise the affected cases, reopen cases, and invest further efforts in contacting sample units to
achieve the targets before the end of fieldwork. There are some exceptions for planned deviations
accepted prior to the start of fieldwork, for example due to the characteristics of the sampling frame.
However, large rates of non-contact, like observed in countries 3 and 22, raise concerns about possible
nonresponse bias and comparability of the samples. Identifying this issue during the field allows to further
investigate the situation in the country and assess whether further efforts should be done before stopping
fieldwork. These types of comparisons are possible for the central team of the ESS due to the availability
of case-level data in the FMS. The non-contact rate is also calculated consistently across all countries,
though there are some differences between the FMS Upload Portal and the CASE CTRL. The Upload
Portal does not allow other outcomes for previous contact attempts, for example refusal, to be prioritised
over non-contacts (the approach followed when calculating the final ESS outcome code). The Upload
Portal may therefore slightly overestimate the final non-contact rate compared to CASE CTRL and
consequently needs to be regarded separately.

Figure 3. Comparison of compliance with standards for non-contact rate and contact strategy

https://surveyinsights.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Figure-2.-Response-rate.jpg


14.05.20 10:55Improving Central Monitoring of Fieldwork in Cross-national Surveys…pean Social Survey | Survey Methods: Insights from the Field (SMIF)

Page 10 sur 18https://surveyinsights.org/?p=11866&preview=true&preview_id=11866

across country – countries using the FMS Upload Portal

4.2 Monitoring fieldwork within each country

Monitoring at different levels within countries allows a better understanding of the local fieldwork situation
and can help the central team to work effectively with the national teams to identify issues and guide
strategies to overcome them. Indicators used within countries can also be aggregated to the country level
to generate comparisons across countries along the lines previously presented.

Survey response at regional levels

The FMS allows systematic monitoring by geographic area, either region or Primary Sampling Unit (for
clustered samples). Such a breakdown (not previously available for all countries or on a weekly basis)
enables the central fieldwork team to identify differences in efforts or outcomes across areas which, if
allowed to continue to the end of fieldwork, may lead to bias in the final sample.

Figure 4 shows the regional variation in country 19 for (a) percentage of cases with at least one personal
visit – a good proxy for interviewer activity, and (b) response rate. With this information, the central team
could encourage the national team to investigate the situation of Region 5, which was not only slow in
contacting cases, but also the lowest response rate compared across regions. Further investigation by the
national team revealed that many addresses might be secondary or summer residences of the
respondents as they are in the coastal region of the country. This indicated that only increasing contact
effort may not be sufficient to yield the desired results and that instead other strategies might be required
to increase response in the region, for example at the level of the sampling design or frame prior to
fieldwork.

Figure 4. Percentage of cases visited at least once, response rate per region in Country 19 –
Region 5 highlighted in red.

https://surveyinsights.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Figure-3.-Non-contacts-and-contact-strategy-.jpg
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Survey response of population sub-groups 

It is also possible to look at different response patterns across population sub-groups. With the FMS, the
samples can be broken down into sub-groups based on demographic characteristics – age and gender –
of the respondents, if this information is available on the sampling frame as shown in Figure 5. The
percentage of cases visited at least once, the group response rate and non-contact rate for country 14 in
week 18 can be observed. At this stage of fieldwork, the sample units in all groups have all been
contacted at least once and response rates are fairly even across both sex groups. In the case of age
groups, however, it seems harder to contact and get interviews from respondents age 25 to 44. Post-hoc
analysis of previous rounds had indicated significant underrepresentation of younger respondents in this
country when compared to the Labour Force Survey (Koch, 2018). This indicates that a known problem of
bias is still present in the current fieldwork and that the country should come up with measures to reduce
non-contacts and achieve more interviews from this age group if the bias is to be reduced.

Figure 5. Breakdown per gender and age groups – flagged group highlighted in red

https://surveyinsights.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Figure-4.-Cases-visited-at-least-once-response-rate-per-region.jpg
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Interviewer work and compliance with standards

Interviewers play a central role in face-to-face surveys. They are the main actors responsible for getting
sampled persons to participate (thereby influencing representation) as well as conducting the interviews
(thereby influencing measurement quality). Monitoring interviewers is therefore a key part of fieldwork
monitoring.

Using the FMS, it is possible to monitor interviewers’ work patterns and compliance with ESS standards.
FMS automatically calculates the proportion of interviewers with at least one contact attempt and with at
least one interview in the last week. Large proportions of inactive or ineffective interviewers should raise
concern. It can impact the overall sample quality (e.g. through lower response rates) or impact the cost of
the survey by requiring longer fieldwork periods to fully process the sample.

At the same time, extreme outliers due to high productivity may be reason for concern about the quality of
work being done by interviewers. Interviewers with very high response rates can indicate behaviour
uncompliant with survey standards  (Winker, Menold, & Porst, 2013), a level of analysis available with the
FMS data. By identifying outliers, the central team can request further investigation from the national
teams, for example via back-checks. Another indicator that can help identify poor interviewer behaviour is
the number of interviews that an interviewer completes on the same day as shown in Figure 6. In Country
3, for example, while most interviewers achieved six interviews or less on the same day, there are some
that exceeded this number. One of the interviewers achieved eleven interviews on the same day, which
seems highly unlikely considering the duration of a regular ESS interview. Such indicators, either on their
own or in combination with others, cannot be taken as confirmation of suspicious behaviour but do at least
serve to flag cases for further investigation by the national team.  Monitoring fieldwork at the level of
interviewers allows a better understanding of the dynamics involving key actors in the field and to react
accordingly.

Figure 6. Maximum number of interviews achieved on the same day per interviewer in Country 3 –
high performance outliers highlighted in red

https://surveyinsights.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Figure-5.-Gender-and-Age-Groups-v2.jpg
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4.3 FMS usability

The usefulness of the FMS for monitoring fieldwork depends, of course, on the quality of the data input
which, in turn, depends on the successful interaction of national users – interviewers and survey agencies
– with the tool. For CASE CTRL, provided that the necessary IT systems and set-up are in place within
the survey agency and that interviewers have been well briefed in how to use the app, data collection and
transfer is automated and therefore can be expected to proceed smoothly.  Testing the FMS setup as part
of national pre-testing and providing suitable training materials can help to ensure that this is the case. In
contrast, the Upload Portal relies more heavily on the goodwill and capabilities of the national teams to
make accurate, complete and timely uploads.   In most cases, agencies will be using their own internal
systems for day to day monitoring and management and so the upload represents an additional task for
them, one that should be kept as straightforward as possible. The experience of ESS Round 9 was
reassuringly positive with national teams mostly able and willing to meet the requirements as described
below. The majority of National Coordinators (14 out of 18) reported using the uploaded data to help them
monitor and discuss fieldwork with the survey agency. However, experiences in a few countries were less
positive and highlight important issues to consider.

The data upload was usually performed by a dedicated person within the survey agency.  In many
countries, the agency was able to set up routines to automate the generation of the upload file from data
stored within their internal systems and so the weekly upload was not burdensome. The semi-automated
nature of the process is reflected in the fact that, for the most part, countries stuck to the pre-agreed
upload schedule and uploaded files on the same day each week. The main gap in the upload schedule
occurred over the Christmas period when staff members were not around to make the upload.

Figure 7. Mean upload frequency for FMS Upload Portal in days (including ±1 standard deviation)
– weekly upload average highlighted in red.

https://surveyinsights.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Figure-6.-Maximum-number-of-interviews-on-same-day.jpg
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Furthermore, although a number of countries had some “teething problems” with their initial uploads, for
example because dates had been entered in the wrong format, once the first upload had been completed
there was little problem with subsequent uploads.  In the majority of countries the data uploads appear to
have provided an up to date picture of fieldwork, recording multiple contact attempts up to the day of
upload.

The main barrier to the successful use of the upload occurred in a few countries still reliant on paper
contact forms or where the electronic contact form was programmed in such a way that it only transmitted
completed cases back to the agency.  This meant that the agency itself did not have access to complete
or up to date contact records with which to populate the upload.  They were able to provide an accurate
record of the number of completed interviews but not to report fully on unproductive cases still in the
field.   It is clear that the success of the upload portal relies on national survey agencies using a fully
functional electronic contact form to collect and receive data during fieldwork.

There was also some negative feedback on the upload process from agencies who resented having to
provide monitoring information to the central team and felt that, as the survey experts, they should rather
be left to get on with fieldwork. However, this view was expressed by only two countries and probably
reflects attitudes towards the principle of central monitoring in general rather than the upload portal in
particular.  This feedback does though point to the fact that the process of and requirements for shared
monitoring between national and central teams requires careful consideration to ensure that all partners
are clear on the rational for the requirements and their particular role in the process.

4.4 Documenting fieldwork

Survey quality assurance and assessment of course relies not just on the active monitoring of fieldwork
whilst it is taking place, but also the comprehensive and careful documentation of fieldwork processes to
demonstrate compliance provide a point of reference for data users and allow for quality improvements in
future data collection. The introduction of the FMS by the ESS was driven by a demand for more effective
monitoring during fieldwork rather than the need for documentation. The latter requirement was already
met by countries completing and making available (at the end of fieldwork) standardised Contact Form
records detailing the timing, mode and outcome of contact attempts for all sample units ( European Social
Survey, 2018).  These Contact Form records remain the basis for the FMS and, at least, for countries
using the Upload Portal the process of collecting, processing and documenting the contact form data

https://surveyinsights.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Figure-7.-Frequency-of-uploads.jpg
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remains unchanged, relying as it does on national survey agencies to coordinate. Nevertheless, there are
some potential advantages for fieldwork documentation to be gained from the FMS.

First and foremost, especially for surveys which do not otherwise document their fieldwork, CASE CTRL
provides a straightforward was to collect standardised contact information via an easy to use centrally-
programmed mobile app. These data are then automatically available for retrieval by the survey agency
as a case-level .CSV file.   Feedback from early pilot testing of the app suggests that interviewers find the
app easy to use compared, for example, with paper records which lack automatic routing (Butt & Watson,
2018). Nevertheless, careful training and briefing of interviewers in how to complete the contact form
remains important.

Second, documenting a full picture of fieldwork requires not just the quantitative data usually supplied by
contact form records but also qualitative feedback, for example to provide explanations as to why the
fieldwork trajectory may be falling behind expectations. The FMS can be programmed to provide space
for interviewers and/or survey agencies to record qualitative feedback. A record of this qualitative
feedback is then available and more easily accessible than may be the case if such feedback were
provided more informally or in a variety of modes.

Finally, any documentation of fieldwork is only as good as the quality of the data input.  Having access to
and discussing the Contact Form data in “real time” provides additional insights into the data collection
process and suggests scope for improvement. For example, there was evidence that some interviewers
were repeatedly selecting the wrong outcome codes, using the “other” code incorrectly.  Flagging such
errors can ensure that they are corrected in the data documentation for the current round and that the
briefing given to interviewers in how to use certain codes is improved in the next round of data collection.

5. Discussion and Conclusion
A prerequisite for effective fieldwork monitoring is finding a way of managing the available fieldwork data
effectively.  This task can be especially complex for cross-national surveys dealing with multiple actors
operating in different contexts.  A particular challenge arises for surveys adopting a hybrid approach
towards fieldwork monitoring, sharing responsibility for monitoring between central and local teams to try
and balance the need for common quality standards whilst remaining sensitive to local context. This
article demonstrates how a new electronic Fieldwork Management System, as adopted by ESS in Round
9, has helped to overcome the challenges associated with such a hybrid approach to monitoring cross-
national fieldwork .

The FMS has facilitated improved insights by increasing the comprehensiveness, timeliness, consistency
and accessibility of monitoring fieldwork data available during fieldwork. Access to multiple indicators at
different levels of aggregation (regional, population sub-group, interviewer) generate better-informed
assessment of the situation of the survey in the field and facilitate discussion of possible strategies to
improve fieldwork. Having fieldwork data available at least weekly and sometimes daily ensures that
interventions can be made whilst they are still relevant. Calculating monitoring indicators centrally
increases their consistency and comparability across countries whilst the sharing of fieldwork data via a
common online interface facilitates data access and improved communication across stakeholders.

Drawing on examples from the experience of monitoring fieldwork in 22 countries simultaneously during
ESS Round 9, the article showcases how the improved FMS fieldwork data has been instrumental in
providing two things:  First, a better overview of the state of fieldwork and the means of comparing
fieldwork progress and adherence to quality standards across countries. Second, a more detailed insight
into the particular fieldwork dynamics within individual countries. These are necessary steps for improving
the quality of the realised samples from a cross-national perspective. They provide the basis for
identifying potential problems or limitations of the fieldwork strategies applied during the data collection
and can help design strategies for improvement through targeted interventions (e.g. responsive or
adaptive survey designs) and reducing errors that may affect comparability.
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Crucially, the ESS’ experience with the FMS demonstrates that there is more than one way to realise the
benefits of improved fieldwork data management. One possibility, but not the only one, is to follow the
approach previously developed by SHARE and implement a single data collection tool such as CASE
CTRL across countries.  Alternatively, it is possible to achieve many of the benefits of CASE CTRL with a
more decentralised approach; allowing countries to upload data collected using their own in house tools to
a shared online portal in order to generate standardised indicators.  This route may serve to bring the
prospect of effective central control within reach of more cross-national surveys and a wider number of
participating countries.

The choice between the different versions of the FMS – CASE CTRL or the Upload Portal – does involve
trade-offs.  From a fieldwork monitoring perspective, the data available via the Upload Portal is less
detailed and less frequently updated (weekly rather than daily) than the information provided via CASE
CTRL as well as being more dependent on manual input from participating countries. From a survey
management perspective, however, the Upload Portal can be adapted to different modes of data
collection and utilise the data collection infrastructure already available in each country, thereby reducing
implementation costs whilst still retaining data quality. ESS’ experience in Round 9 suggests that
compliance with the requirements of the Upload Portal (making weekly uploads, adherence to a common
data template) is sufficiently good to make this approach feasible.

As with any tool there is scope to improve on the FMS in future rounds. The outputs the FMS provides are
only as good as the data inputs provided by interviewers, that is how thoroughly and consistently they
complete the necessary contact information about each sample unit. The FMS has been instrumental in
highlighting, in a timely manner, some ongoing inconsistencies across countries in how the contact forms
are completed, for example regarding coding a case’s outcome status as “other” or the recording of non-
face-to-face contact attempts.  This suggests further instructions to survey agencies and interviewers may
be beneficial.  Moreover, drawing on insights gained during Round 9 about fieldwork patterns, it should be
possible to implement routines to automatically flag potentially problematic cases, interviewers, or regions
based on the FMS fieldwork data, thereby further increasing the timeliness and consistency of feedback
provided to countries at reduced effort. Also, there is the possibility of combining the common CASE
CTRL with a single CAPI programme (as SHARE currently do) thereby enabling the central monitoring of
interview measurement quality using (substantive) survey data.

Shared responsibility for fieldwork between the national and central teams is important for realising high
quality cross-national data collection in the hybrid approach. It allows for the pooling of knowledge (e.g.,
about local customs) and expertise and supports the maintenance of common standards whilst still
ensuring the flexibility to respond to individual circumstances and optimise national performance. Tools
such as the FMS which foster such a joint approach by facilitating shared access to relevant data across
national and central stakeholders are therefore important.

Access to appropriate monitoring of fieldwork data during fieldwork goes only part way to addressing the
challenges associated with cross-national data collection. Being able to identify potential areas for
improvement is a necessary but not sufficient step towards implementing solutions to achieving high
quality data that is functionally equivalent across countries via monitoring of fieldwork. Nevertheless it is a
vital step.

Appendix

Appendix A. FMS upload portal guidance
Appendix B. FMS summary reporting indicators
Appendix C. Screenshots of interfaces from the FMS online platform
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