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between retrospective amounts of work and panel work hours are charted, and in Figure 

8, annual kappa indices for retrospective and panel reports of cohabitation.  In both cases, 

the EHC provides better correspondence with the panel reports than the Q-list overall 

(�2(1) = 6.13, p = .01 for amount worked, �2(1) = 4.65, p = .03 for cohabitation).  

However, the patterns across time in both of these figures are markedly different.  In the 

reports of annual amounts of work, the EHC is noted for producing better quality data for 

the remote years, whereas the Q-list gains on the EHC for the more recent years.  As for 

reports of cohabitation, the EHC is noted for markedly superior correspondence in 

comparison to the Q-list for the more recent years.  These differences may partly reflect 

the chronological order of retrieval that was scripted in the Q-list:  a backward order of 

retrieval for employment history and a forward order of retrieval for cohabitants.  

Importantly, a verbal behavior analyses that examines order of retrieval could not only 

support or refute these speculations, but can also reveal how order of retrieval affects data 

quality in the EHC condition as well, in which interviewers and respondents negotiated 

for each domain a forward, backward, or mixed order of retrieval. 

The retrospective reports of smoking also indicate that the EHC condition 

provides higher quality data.  The PSID has limited panel data on whether respondents 

currently smoke, and the number of cigarettes smoked, having asked these questions only 

in 1986, 1999, and 2001.  These dates correspond to retrospective reports of events that 

had occurred approximately 16, 3, and 1 year previously.  Both the EHC and Q-list 

conditions collected annual life course reports using 4 categories of not having smoked at 

all, or of having smoked on average between 1 and 10, 11-20, or 21 or more cigarettes 

per day.  For analytic purposes, kappa indices were computed between retrospective and 

panel reports to measure agreement using all 4 categories, using 3 categories by 

collapsing the middle categories resulting in a middle category of smoking 1-20 

cigarettes, and using two categories of not smoking at all, and smoking 1 or more 

cigarettes per day.  These analyses are reported in Table 2, which reveals that the levels 

of agreement as measured by kappa improve for more recent years (consistent in the EHC 

condition), and improve for measures that included fewer categories.  Most striking is 

that the EHC condition had stronger kappa levels in comparison to the Q-list in all 

comparisons, with about half leading to a statistically significant difference. 
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Another variable, reports of health status, have also been analyzed at the time of 

this writing.  Both panel and retrospective reports contain annual reports of health status 

on a scale of 1 = excellent to 5 = poor.  The panel data are constrained in that health 

status was not asked until 1984; thus analyses are based on reports for 1984 through 

1997.  For both EHC and Q-list conditions, intraclass correlations were consistently 

moderately strong as they ranged from .45 to .65.  Although the EHC condition had more 

years (n = 9) in which there were higher intraclass correlations than the Q-list condition 

(n=5), a goodness of fit test did not yield a significant difference. 

A series of mixed-model analyses were conducted to determine whether there 

were slope differences in the annual mean levels of health status between retrospective 

and panel (prospective) reports between EHC and Q-list conditions.  The mean levels of 

health status across years are provided in Figure 9.  Most noteworthy, the slopes for all 

observations are positive and significantly different from 0, indicating that respondents’ 

were reporting worse health status as they aged both prospectively, and retrospectively.  

Interestingly, the slope of the Q-list retrospective data (slope = .015) is significantly 

shallower than the corresponding prospective data (slope = .024, t (612) = 2.08, p = .04.  

The slope of the EHC retrospective reports (slope = .021) did not significantly differ from 

the corresponding prospective data (slope = .022).   

Again using a mixed-model approach, the predicted mean levels were examined 

to determine the presence of significant differences between retrospective and panel 

(prospective) reports at the beginning year of the series (1984), at the midpoint (between 

1990 and 1991), and at the ending year of the series (1997).  For 1984, it was  found that 

only the EHC condition had a lower predicted mean retrospectively in comparison to the 

corresponding panel predicted mean, t (617) = 2.23, p = .03.  However, for both the 

midpoint, and for 1991, both EHC and Q-list conditions yielded predicted mean values 

that were significantly lower than those observed in their respective corresponding panel 

data (midpoint Q-list t (618) = 2.42, p = .02; 1997 Q-list t (615) = 3.32, p = .001; 

midpoint EHC t (617) = 2.81, p < .01; 1997 EHC t (612) = 2.63, p < .01). 

In summary, respondents in both EHC and Q-list conditions were retrospectively 

reporting their health status as better in comparison to their prospective panel reports.  

Only the EHC, however, preserved the rate of change over time that was observed in the 
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panel data.  As for the Q-list, respondents reported less deterioration in health status over 

time retrospectively than observed in the corresponding panel reports. 

In addition to these data quality measures, operational measures including 

interviewing time and interviewer assessments were analyzed.  Although the EHC 

condition did lead to significantly longer interviews (M = 57.6 minutes, SD = 28.7) in 

comparison to the Q-list condition (M = 51.5, SD = 21.9), t(615) = 2.96, p = .003, the 6-

minute average difference between conditions is relatively modest in the context of a 

nearly hour-long interview.  Noteworthy is that interviewers preferred the EHC.  They 

found respondents to be significantly more cooperative and motivated in the EHC 

condition in comparison to the Q-list.  In addition, interviewers perceived respondents to 

be better able to understand and answer questions, and to remember both major and 

detailed past events, in the EHC condition.  Finally, interviewers reported to have 

enjoyed the EHC interviews more, they found EHC interviews as being easier to 

administer and to record answers, and that the EHC computer application facilitated 

interviewing more than the Q-list application.  These results largely replicate Belli et al.’s 

(2001) findings that interviewers preferred paper and pencil EHC interviews over Q-list 

ones. 

Conclusion 

Methodological research has shown that the Event History Calendar interviewing 

methodology leads to consistently higher quality retrospective reports in comparison to 

traditional standardized Q-list methods.  These improvements to data quality have been 

observed in both paper and pencil and computerized instruments, and with 2-year and life 

course reference periods.  Costs in interviewing time are negligible or nonexistent.  The 

2003 PSID illustrates that computerized EHC interviewing can be successfully 

implemented in core panel interviews.  In conclusion, following the lead of the PSID, 

social and health scientists should seriously consider benefits that calendar-based 

interviews can provide to the quality of retrospective survey data to which they oft rely 

upon for their scientific inferences. 
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Figure 2. 
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Figure 3. 
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Figure 4 
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Figure 5 
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Table 1:  Correspondence of Data between 2001 and 2003 PSID 
 

2001 Q-list Questionnaire 2003 (EHC) Questionnaire 
Underlining indicates differences in the data collected between years 

Italics indicate questions that EHC does not include 
Bold indicates additional information collected by EHC 

Questions/Variables Data description Questions, availability 
A42 – A47 
ER17088-ER17090  

Whether moved since last 
interview, (if yes) month and 
year of most recent move, why 
move, might move, likelihood 
of move, why might move 

A49-A53 
Available, thirds-of-a-month 
of all moves (if any) since 
January 2001 until interview 
date  

B1-B3 
ER17216–ER17220 
 

up to 3 mentions of 
employment status,  year 
retired, work for money now 

BC1-BC3 
Mostly available; work for 
money now not available in 
EHC 

B4 – B19 
ER17221- ER17244 
 

Current main job: 
other-or-self employed 
govt or private company 
union contract 
belong to labor union 
occupation/ activities/ industry 
method of payment (hourly, 
salary) and amount 
overtime pay 

BC4-BC6a; BC15-BC37;  
All available; also have for 
current year have whether 
worked entire month, part of 
month, or not at all for each 
job interval of continuous 
work (job spell); have start 
and stop dates to thirds-of-a-
month. 

B23 
ER17254-ER17256  
 

Years, months, weeks 
experience with current 
employer 

BC41 
All available 

B24 
ER17257-ER17258 

Month, (day), and year of 
starting work with current 
employer 

Available, but default value in 
EHC program led to many 
responses of January 1, 2001 – 
this data collection problem 
will be corrected for 2005. 

If working now:   
B25 – B38 
ER17259-ER17275 
 

Current employer: 
Month and year of starting 
position  
Position changes in last 
calendar year (T-1), and 
whether higher pay 
occupation/ activities/ industry 
when starting work in last 
calendar year (T-1) 
starting salary when starting in 
last calendar year (T-1) 
hours per week when started 
 

Not available 
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B39 – B45B 
ER17276-ER17308 
 

Months in last calendar year 
(T-1) working for employer for 
current job 
Any (other) main-job employer 
during last calendar year (T-1) 
occupation/ activities/ industry 
Months in last calendar year 
(T-1) working for that 
employer 
Whether overlap in weeks in 
working for other main job 
other-or-self employed 
govt or private company 
How much made in dollars in 
last calendar year (T-1) 
Hours per week worked in last 
calendar year (T-1) 

BC4-BC6a; BC15-BC22; 
BC42-BC46; BC53-BC56 
For months in last calendar 
year (T-1), have whether 
worked entire month, part of 
month, or not at all for each 
job interval of continuous 
work (job spell); have start 
and stop dates to thirds-of-a-
month. 
main job(s) overlap indicator 
can be more precise to not 
include months in which the 
same third-of-months do not 
overlap 

B46 – B52 
ER17309-ER17317 
 

Position changes in last 
calendar year (T-1), and 
whether higher pay 
Month, (day), and year of 
starting work 
If starting before last calendar 
year (T-1), occupation and 
activities, starting salary and 
hours per week 

Not available 

B53-B55 
ER17318-ER17321 
 

Whether stopped working for 
employer of other main job 
held in current year or last 
calendar year (T-1) 
Month and year stopped 
working 
Reason for stopping work 
Note:  corresponds in C 
section for persons who are 
not currently working 

BC4-BC6a: BC47-BC51 
Available; timing of stopping 
work to third of month 

B56-B57a 
ER17318-ER17321 
 

Amount making when stopping 
work 
Hours per week when stopping 
work 

Not directly available 
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B59 
No data center 
variable 
No B58 question # 
 

Any other main jobs in current 
and last calendar years 
Possible to locate how many 
different jobs worked in 
current and last calendar year 
(T-1), but not in data center 
 

BC4-BC6a; BC52 
EHC permits the ability to 
assess main jobs and other jobs 
for employment in interview 
year and for employment that 
occurred in last calendar year 
(T-1); specifically can assess 
how many different jobs 
worked, the number of weeks 
worked for each job, in which 
months (and thirds-of-month) 
one was working at each job, 
and the average hours per week 
worked per job. 

B79 
ER17393-ER17394 

On average, hours per week on 
all main jobs in last calendar 
year (T-1) 
 

BC4-BC6a; BC43 
number of weeks worked and 
hours per week available for 
all job spells, not just main 
jobs, but problem with 
intermittent work 

B80 – B81d 
ER17391-ER17393 
 

Whether overtime not included 
in hours per week on main jobs 
Total overtime hours in last 
calendar year (T-1) 
Separate answers on hours per 
week and total overtime hours 
for each main job 

All available 
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B82 – B106 
ER17398-ER17502 
 

Extra jobs in last calendar year 
(T-1) that were not main jobs 
govt or private company 
occupation/ activities/ industry 
How much made in dollars in 
last calendar year (T-1) 
Weeks worked in last calendar 
year (T-1) 
Hours per week worked in last 
calendar year (T-1) 
Month and year started 
working 
Which months in last calendar 
year (T-1) working 
Whether stopped working for 
employer 
Month and year stopped 
working 
Cycles through for all extra 
jobs in last calendar year (T-1)  

BC4-BC6a; BC15-BC22; 
BC42-BC46; BC52 
All available, but notion of 
“extra job” not included in 
calendar, only main jobs and 
other jobs can be extracted 

B20 – B21 
ER17245-ER17253 
 

If working now: 
Looking for another job? 
If yes, what has been done to 
find one 
For those not working now, 
how long been looking for 
work asked in section C 

BC64-BC67 
All available 
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B60 – B78 
ER17325-17392 
 

Number of weeks unemployed, 
out-of-labor force, missing 
work, and actually working  in 
last calendar year (T-1) 
Month strings for 
unemployment and out-of-
labor 
Available only for last calendar 
year (T-1) 

BC7-BC14 
All available; 
For month strings, can 
include whether status 
persisted for entire month, or 
part of month. 
Calendar separates out 
unemployment and 
temporary lay-off, Q-list has 
them both combined. 
For unemployment, can 
determine how many 
different spells of 
unemployment occurred 

R25 – R45 
These variables are 
located in T-2 
Individual Income 
Files Supplemental 
Data 
 

For head/wife 
Whether job/business two 
calendar years ago (T-2) 
How much earned two 
calendar years ago (T-2) 
How many weeks worked  
Which months worked in two 
calendar years ago (T-2)  
Hours per week worked in 
months worked two calendar 
years ago (T-2) 
Which months unemployed in 
two calendar years ago (T-2) 

BC4-BC9; BC47-BC52; 
BC57-BC60 
All available; also for months 
in two calendar years ago (T-
2), have whether worked 
entire month, part of month, 
or not at all for each job 
interval of continuous work 
(job spell); parallel 
information for 
unemployment; parallel 
information for out-of-labor 
force; have start and stop 
dates to thirds-of-a-month. 
Hours per week and how 
much made per job spell 
available for employment 
that occurred two calendar 
years ago (T-2). 
Whether stopped work, and 
reasons for stopping work 
available for T-2. 
Can determine how many 
different jobs held in T-2. 
For unemployment, can 
determine how many 
different spells of 
unemployment occurred 
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Work Hours and 
Wages – last 
calendar year (T-1) 
only variables; 
All variables are 
relevant 

Work weeks for head and wife, 
work hours for head and wife, 
overtime hours for head and 
wife, work hours on extra jobs 
for head and wife, total hours 
of work for head and wife, 
wage rate for head and wife, 
weeks missed due to others’ 
illness for head and wife, 
weeks missed due to self-
illness for head and wife, 
vacation weeks for head and 
wife, weeks on strike for head 
and wife, unemployment 
weeks for head and wife, 
weeks out-of-the labor force 
for head and wife 

Available (note exception 
below) 
Work weeks and work hours 
for head and wife also 
available for T-2 
Unemployment weeks for 
head and wife also available 
for T-2, but if adding 
temporarily laid off, only 
available for T-1 
Out-of-the labor force weeks 
for head and wife also 
available for T-2 
Not clear how to extract work 
hours on extra jobs, can have 
work hours on jobs other than 
main jobs  
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Figure 6.  Screen capture of the lifecourse EHC for the labor history domain.  The EHC is 
copyright (c) 2000 to the Regents of the University of Michigan. 
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Figure 7:  Correlations between annual retrospective amounts worked and panel work 
hours 
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Figure 8:  Kappas between annual retrospective and panel cohabitation partners 
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Table 2.  Kappa indices on amount smoking for EHC and Q-list conditions.  Bold 
indicates indices that are significantly different between conditions. 
 

 

1986 1999 2001 Amount 
smoked EHC Q-

list 
p EHC Q-

list 
p EHC  Q-

list  
p 

4 categories .59 .48 .04 .72 .62 .11 .73 .48 <.01 
3 categories .64 .60 .54 .78 .67 .09 .79 .61 <.01 
2 categories .79 .74 .40 .84 .75 .12 .85 .73 .04 
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Figure 9.  Mean health status for panel (prospective) and retrospective reports. 
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