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Abstract 

Ethnoracial identity refers to the racial and ethnic categories that people use to classify 
themselves and others. How ethnoracial identity is measured in surveys has implications for 
understanding inequalities. Yet how people self-identify may not conform to the categories 
standardized survey questions use to measure ethnicity and race, leading to potential 
measurement error. 

In interviewer-administered surveys, answers to survey questions are achieved through 
interviewer-respondent interaction. An analysis of interviewer-respondent interaction can 
illuminate whether, when, how, and why respondents experience problems with questions. In this 
study, we examine how indicators of interviewer-respondent interactional problems vary across 
ethnoracial groups when respondents answer questions about ethnicity and race. Further, we 
explore how interviewers respond in the presence of these interactional problems. Data are 
provided by the 2013-2014 Voices Heard Survey, a computer-assisted telephone survey designed 
to measure perceptions of participating in medical research among an ethnoracially diverse 
sample of respondents.  
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Background 

Ethnoracial identity in surveys 

Ethnoracial identity refers to the racial and ethnic categories that people use to classify 

themselves and others based on a constellation of factors including ancestry, phenotypic traits, 

and culture (Omi and Winant 2014; Telles 2014). Ethnoracial classifications are hierarchical in 

society, such that some groups have higher status than others. Ethnoracial groups and the status 

accorded to them vary across time and place, supporting the idea that racial and ethnic groupings 

are socially constructed and defined by the individuals (Schachter et al. 2021) and institutions 

(Mora 2014) in the society in which they are embedded. Variation in ethnoracial identification 

can also occur within an individual. For example, 20% of respondents shifted their self-identified 

ethnoracial identity over a 20-year period (Saperstein and Penner 2012). In the U.S., this within-

individual fluidity is more prevalent among individuals who identify as Hispanic/Latina/o/x/e1 or 

mixed race (Croll and Gerteis 2019).  

Although socially constructed, ethnicity and race are real and objective determinants for 

well-being and life chances given the status accorded to them. How ethnoracial identity is 

measured and reported in surveys has implications for understandings of disparities and 

inequities across a range of outcomes. Yet how people self-identify or are racialized by others 

may not conform to standardized survey questions used to measure ethnicity and race. For 

example, the 2020 U.S. Census did not include a Middle Eastern/North African (MENA) 

category and counted as “white” several groups that are racialized by others as non-White 

(Maghbouleh 2017; Mathews et al. 2017; Olmstead-Hawala and Nichols 2020; Ortman et al. 

 
1 From this point forward, we use the term “Latine” to denote respondents who identified as Hispanic, Latino, or 
Latina in our study. Latine is used increasingly as an alternative form of identification that removes the gender 
binary in Latino or Latina but aligns more with spoken Spanish than the alternative Latinx, with the latter having 
limited use among the Latine community. 
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2017; Schachter et al. 2021; Wang 2021). Studies conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau over the 

last decade examine the distribution of responses to questions about ethnicity and race using 

separate ethnicity and race questions (Hispanic/Latino ethnicity as one question, race as another) 

compared to a single question that combines ethnicity and race (Compton et al. 2013; Mathews 

et al. 2017; Olmstead-Hawala and Nichols 2020; Ortman et al. 2017; Rios, Romero, and Ramirez 

2014). One consistent finding from this research is that Latine respondents are more likely to 

select “some other race” when separate questions about ethnicity and race are included, 

increasing the heterogeneity of the “some other race” category. In contrast, using a single 

ethnoracial question allows Latine respondents to select only that category, and “some other 

race” becomes the residual category it is intended to be. Indeed, even something as simple as the 

order of questions impacts response distributions, with non-Latine respondents being less likely 

to answer a question about Hispanic/Latine ethnicity when the question follows rather than 

precedes a question about race (Martin 2002). Although reframing race and ethnicity questions 

was supported by ample research done by the Census Bureau, these recommendations were not 

adopted in the 2020 U.S. Census, as decided by the White House’s Office of Management and 

Budget in 2018 (Wang 2018).  

Interviewer-administered surveys and interviewer-respondent interaction 

Despite the potential cost savings of self-administered modes, interviewer-administered 

surveys continue to be central to the collection of valid and reliable survey data (Olson et al. 

2020; Schaeffer, Dykema, and Maynard 2010). Interviewers are able to facilitate the deliberate 

selection of respondents, administration of complex instruments, and collection of auxiliary 

measures (e.g., biomeasures, cognitive tests, linkages between survey data and sensitive external 

records such as Social Security data) that are increasingly incorporated into study designs. 
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Telephone interviews are a potentially taxing mode of collecting data because respondents may 

experience problems with complex questions and require extra help (de Leeuw 2005). The 

motivation of sample members to participate, to work to provide accurate and honest answers, 

and to consent to providing sensitive information is critical to data quality, and interviewers play 

a key role in encouraging respondents to fulfill these criteria. 

Survey data are overwhelmingly gathered using standardized interviewing, which aims to 

limit the effect of interviewers on the collected survey data (Hyman 1975 [1954]; 

O’Muircheartaigh and Campanelli 1998; Schaeffer 1991; Schaeffer et al. 2010; West and Blom 

2017). The rules of standardization most commonly referred to are those offered by Fowler and 

Mangione (1990): read questions as written; probe inadequate answers non-directively; record 

answers without discretion; and be interpersonally nonjudgmental regarding the substance of 

answers. If survey questions are clearly written and fit the target population, standardized 

interviews should consist of a series of “paradigmatic” question-answer sequences (Schaeffer 

and Maynard 1996, 2008), in which the interviewer reads the question as scripted and the 

respondent provides an answer that is codable, that is, one of the response options that the 

interviewer can code (e.g., “yes” for a yes/no question); optionally, the interviewer may 

acknowledge the respondent’s answer before moving on to the next question.  

However, answers to survey questions are interactional accomplishments, and 

nonparadigmatic question-answer sequences arise for many reasons. These include respondents’ 

displays of problems comprehending the meanings of questions and the terms they contain, 

difficulties respondents encounter mapping responses that summarize their attitudes and 

experiences onto the response categories provided, and a poor fit between the content of 
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questions and respondents’ knowledge or past experiences (Dykema et al. 1997, 2020; 

Garbarski, Schaeffer, and Dykema 2011, 2016; Holbrook et al. 2006).   

The study of interviewer-respondent interaction documents the structure and content of 

question-answer sequences, and has indicated several behaviors of respondents and interviewers 

that are associated with lower data quality, such as respondents qualifying responses or saying 

“don’t know,” or interviewers having to ask follow-up questions (see Schaeffer and Dykema 

2011 for a review). A detailed analysis of interviewer-respondent interaction can illuminate how 

respondents from various ethnoracial groups respond to various types of questions, thus 

informing best practices for writing survey questions and designing survey forms for respondents 

from multiple backgrounds (Dykema et al. 2020). Such analysis also highlights techniques to 

improve interviewer training: using evidence from actual interviewer-respondent question-

answer sequences to inform decisions about when and how interviewers should intervene to 

obtain codable answers (Dykema et al. 2020; Garbarski et al. 2016; Schaeffer et al. 2020). 

Current study 

Overall, researchers know very little about the underlying response process that produces 

the survey measurement of ethnicity and race in interviewer-administered surveys. While there is 

some limited qualitative data from cognitive interviews conducted by the U.S. Census 

(summarized in Ortman et al. [2017]), it is not detailed enough to illuminate the response 

process. In contrast, a detailed analysis of interviewer-respondent interaction can highlight 

whether, when, how, and why respondents experience issues with questions on ethnicity and 

race.  

We examine the following research questions in an ethnoracially diverse sample of 

respondents: 
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1) When respondents answer questions about ethnicity and race, do indicators of 

interactional problems vary across ethnoracial groups? We address this question using 

mixed methods: qualitative coding and quantitative enumeration of these differences. 

2) How do interviewers respond in the presence of these indicators of interactional 

problems? We examine this question qualitatively, analyzing selected transcripts using 

conversation analytic and content analysis methods (Dykema et al. 2020; Garbarski et al. 

2016). 

Methods 

Data 

Data for this study are from the Voices Heard computer-assisted telephone interview 

(CATI) survey, which was designed to measure perceptions of barriers and facilitators to 

participating in medical research studies that collect biomarkers (e.g., saliva and blood) among 

respondents from different racial and ethnic groups (Black, Latine, American Indian, and white) 

in Wisconsin. We employed a quota sampling strategy because screening to identify members in 

non-white groups would have been prohibitively expensive; consequently, we have a non-

probability sample for which response rates cannot be calculated. The quota sample consisted 

primarily of volunteers but also used a targeted list of names provided by a commercial vendor 

(see Online Supplementary Appendix A). Interviewers conducted 410 usable interviews (in 

English only) with an average length of 25.21 minutes (n = 96 questions) between October 2013 

and March 2014. Respondents received a $20 cash incentive. Interviews were audio recorded, 

and the current study is restricted to the 375 respondents for which there were usable recordings 

and the 23 interviewers who interviewed them. 
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We focus on the features of the interaction that occurred with Questions 89 and 90. 

Question 89 reads “Are you Hispanic or Latino?” The interviewer is shown the following 

codable responses on their screen: Yes, No, Don’t Know, and Refused; these are not read to 

respondents. Question 90 reads “Which one or more of the following would you say is your race: 

White, Black or African American, American Indian, Alaska Native, Asian, or Native Hawaiian 

or Other Pacific Islander?” The interviewer is instructed to read all the categories and enter all 

the categories indicated by the respondent. Importantly, an option for “other (specify)” is listed 

on the interviewer’s screen, but is not read to respondents.  

Measures 

Transcription and coding of interviews. Trained transcribers listened to the audio 

recordings and systematically transcribed each interview. Within a question-answer sequence, 

interaction was segmented into turns, a unit-of-talk from one actor—the interviewer or 

respondent—that was not broken up by talk from the other actor. A turn ended when the other 

actor began talking, either because the original actor’s talk concluded or the current actor 

interrupted the original actor. In addition to transcribing talk verbatim, transcribers also recorded 

tokens (e.g., “ah”), coded whether the respondent’s utterance interrupted the interviewer’s initial 

reading of the question, and coded whether the turn contained overlapping talk, freestanding 

laughter (laughter that occurs between words), or laugh tokens (units of laughter that occur 

within words or phrases).  

Using Stata’s string coding functions and the electronic transcripts, coders identified 

strings of text capturing different interactional features, such as codable answers, uncodable 

answers, requests for clarification or repetition, and conversational elements such as elaborations 

and mitigators. These string functions allowed us to parse talk into discrete coding units. 
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Interactional indicators. We examine several behaviors of respondents that index 

potential problems they experience with the survey questions (see Garbarski et al. [2016] and 

Schaeffer and Dykema [2011] for a review), which represent separate but related features of the 

response process and potential breakdowns in cognitive processing:  

1) Whether the question-answer sequence has more than 3 turns of talk (vs. 3 or fewer). 

Question-answer sequences with more than 3 turns indicate an interactional problem 

requiring multiple turns to resolve. 

Whether the respondent’s first turn-of-talk contains:  

2) an immediately codable answer (i.e., the answer repeats or unambiguously 

paraphrases one of the response categories with no additional talk). 

3) interruption of the interviewer’s initial reading of the question. 

4) elaborations such as comments about the answer, question, or difficulty of the task.  

5) requests for clarification or repetition of a word, phrase, or some part of the question 

or response categories, e.g., “are there other choices for latino because I don’t 

consider myself white.” 

6) “don’t know” or equivalent responses. 

7) mitigating expressions that reduce the exactness, precision, or certainty of another 

utterance or that itself expresses uncertainty, such as “I guess” or “probably.” 

And whether the question-answer sequence contains: 

8) respondent laughter or laugh tokens. 

9) respondent repaired talk, such as “ver very likely”, or respondent-uttered tokens (e.g., 

“uh” or “um”). 
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Analytic strategy 

Each of the interactional indicators are coded as 1 or 0 (i.e., present or absent) within a 

given question-answer sequence. We examine whether the proportion of question-answer 

sequences containing an interactional indicator varies across ethnoracial groups using chi-square 

tests for differences across groups; we also confirm the results are similar using Fisher’s exact 

test given the small number of cases across groups for some of the interactional indicators. We 

also report post hoc pairwise comparisons across groups. 

Results 

Question 89: Are you Hispanic or Latino? 

Table 1 shows how the distribution of the interactional indicators of data quality varies 

across ethnoracial groups when answering the question “Are you Hispanic or Latino?” Just over 

one third of Latine respondents had an interaction involving more than 3 turns-of-talk, while the 

other three groups (Black, American Indian, and white) had relatively shorter interactions. While 

less than 80% of Latine respondents answered with an immediately codable answer, close to or 

over 90% of respondents did so in the other three groups. 
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Table 1. Distribution of Interactional Indicators by Ethnoracial Group for Question 89 “Are you Hispanic or 
Latino,” Voices Heard Survey 2013-2014  

Latine Black American 
Indian 

White Group 
Difference 

Pairwise 
Difference 

More than 3 turns (vs. 3 or fewer) 36.5 % 7.6 % 6.5 % 5.3 % *** abc 
Immediately codable answer (vs. 
any other talk) 

78.1 % 88.0 % 95.7 % 92.6 % *** bc 

Interruption of question reading (vs. 
none) 

0.0 % 0.0 % 0.0 % 0.0 % 
 

 

Elaborations (vs. none) 5.2 % 8.7 % 0.0 % 4.3 % * bdf 
Requests for clarification or 
repetition (vs. none) 

4.2 % 0.0 % 1.1 % 2.1 % 
 

a 

“Don't know” responses (vs. none) 2.1 % 0.0 % 1.1 % 1.1 % 
 

 
Mitigating expressions (vs. none) 2.1 % 0.0 % 0.0 % 0.0 % 

 
 

Laughter or laugh tokens (vs. none) 7.3 % 3.3 % 2.2 % 1.1 % 
 

c 
Repaired talk (vs. none) 9.4 % 0.0 % 1.1 % 3.2 % ** ab 
Tokens (vs. none) 19.8 % 4.4 % 1.1 % 3.2 % *** abc 
N 96  92  93 

 
94 

  
 

Notes. Chi-square tests for differences across group, +p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. Levels of significance 
are the same when using Fisher’s exact test.  
Pairwise comparisons (p<.05): a: Latine and Black, b: Latine and American Indian, c: Latine and white, d: Black 
and American Indian, e: Black and white, f: American Indian and white 
There were no occurrences of interruptions during question reading.  

 

The question “Are you Hispanic or Latino” is a list-item question, that is, one that lists a 

set of objects linked with the words “or” or “and.” Although question writers treat this question 

as a “yes/no” question (given the listed response options), list-item questions have multiple 

correct grammatical answers: for this question, responses of “Hispanic” or “Latino” would be 

synonymous with a “yes” response and would be acceptable answers in terms of grammar and 

conversational practice.  

When we examine the transcripts, we see that the Black, American Indian, and white 

respondents largely treat this question as a “yes/no” question, answering with “no.” However, the 

Latine respondents are more likely to engage with the “either/or” suggestion in this question; that 

is, they do not provide an immediately codable answer, which leads to follow-up by the 

interviewer and thus a question-answer sequence with more than 3 turns-of-talk. For example, in 
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Excerpt 1, after the reading of the question, the Latine respondent repeats one of the categories 

listed in the question: “Hispanic.” The interviewer follows up with a directive probe “so you 

would say yes,” turning what the respondent reports into a codable answer.  

Excerpt 1 
I: are you hispanic or latino? 
R: hispanic 
I: so you would say yes is that correct? 
R: oh yes sorry {Laughter} 
I: that's ok 

In Excerpt 2, the respondent requests clarification, and the interviewer follows up with a 

“means to you” statement before defining the parameters of the question as “either of those.”  

 Excerpt 2 
I: are you hispanic or latino? 
R: uh I think both are the same aren't they? 
I: I'm sorry what was that? 
R: are they both the same? 
I: are they the same? 
R: yes 
I: um you know I'm not sure but um it's the question is whatever it means to you if 

you consider yourself either of those 
R: um hispanic 
I: ok 
 
Not answering with a codable “yes” or “no” leads to follow-up from the interviewer, 

extending the length of and variability within the interview, with implications for measurement 

error if variation in interviewer behavior influences the responses obtained from the respondent 

(Olson et al. 2020). Interviewer follow-up also has implications for rapport: the respondent in 

Excerpt 1 has provided a grammatical answer to the survey question, yet the interviewer’s follow 

up indicates a correction that is both in line with the rules of standardization but may conflict 

with conversational practices (Garbarski et al. 2016). Thus, the contextualization provided by the 

transcripts helps to illustrate why and how this question would benefit from revision. 
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We also find some evidence of group differences in elaborations, with Black respondents 

having higher levels than other groups and American Indian respondents having lower levels 

than other groups. Excerpts 3 and 4 show examples of elaborations: each respondent gives a 

codable answer “no” and then elaborates on their answer with “African American.” The excerpts 

show how interviewers might vary in their approach to dealing with these elaborations. The 

interviewer in Excerpt 3 acknowledges the elaboration with the neutral “thank you,” while the 

interviewer in Excerpt 4 provides a more expansive account for why they are about to read the 

next question that was anticipated by the respondent’s elaboration.  

Excerpt 3 

I: are you hispanic or latino? 
R: no um african american 
I: uh thank you 
 

 Excerpt 4 

I: are you hispanic or latina? 
R: no african american 
I: alright this next question's going to ask about that again I do have to read the 

whole thing so bear with me but I will keep your answer in mind 
 
Overall, when the respondent’s answer anticipates the answer to a subsequent question, 

there are several ways in which interviewers can and do respond that vary in their responsiveness 

and adherence to the rules of standardization (Garbarski et al. 2016)—increasing variability and 

potential measurement error. In addition, the order of the questions—Hispanic/Latino identity, 

then racial identity—stems from research that shows that the Hispanic/Latino question is more 

likely to be skipped when it follows rather than precedes the question about race (Martin 2002). 

However, the issues shown in Excerpts 3 and 4 demonstrate the current order of the questions 

may produce other interactional problems. 
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Relatively few or no occurrences of the following indicators occurred with Question 89, 

so we do not examine them in more detail: interruption of question reading, requests for 

clarification or repetition, “don’t know,” mitigating talk, or laughter or laugh tokens (Table 1). 

Finally, Latine respondents are also more likely to produce repaired talk or disfluency tokens 

(Table 1; Excerpt 2 is an example), potentially indicating a greater level of cognitive processing 

required for them to understand the intent of the question and provide a response compared to 

respondents of other groups. 

Question 90: Which one or more of the following would you say is your race? 

Table 2 shows how the distributions of the interactional indicators vary across ethnoracial 

groups when answering the question “Which one or more of the following would you say is your 

race?” Over half of Latine respondents have question-answer sequences with more than 3 turns, 

while this only occurs for 20 to 30% of respondents in other groups. Just over 40% of Latine 

respondents answer with an immediately codable answer, while over 80% of respondents in the 

other groups do so.  
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Table 2. Distribution of Interactional Indicators by Ethnoracial Group for Question 90 “Which one or more of the 
following would you say is your race? ,” Voices Heard Survey 2013-2014 

 Latine Black 
American 
Indian White 

Group 
Difference 

Pairwise 
Difference 

More than 3 turns (vs. 3 or 
fewer) 51.0 % 28.3 % 26.9 % 19.2 % *** 

abc 

Immediately codable answer 
(vs. any other talk) 44.8 % 87.0 % 78.5 % 88.3 % *** 

abc 

Interruption of question 
reading (vs. none) 7.3 % 26.1 % 20.4 % 16.0 % ** 

ab 

Elaborations (vs. none) 7.3 % 1.1 % 3.2 % 6.4 %  a 
Requests for clarification or 
repetition (vs. none) 16.7 % 3.3 % 2.2 % 1.1 % *** 

abc 

“Don't know” responses (vs. 
none) 12.5 % 2.2 % 0.0 % 0.0 % *** 

abc 

Mitigating expressions (vs. 
none) 8.3 % 1.1 % 1.1 % 3.2 % * 

ab 

Laughter or laugh tokens (vs. 
none) 14.6 % 6.5 % 1.1 % 5.3 % ** 

bc 

Repaired talk (vs. none) 20.8 % 15.2 % 10.8 % 5.3 % * ce 

Tokens (vs. none) 51.0 % 9.8 % 14.0 % 11.7 % *** abc 

N 96  92  93  94    
Notes. Chi-square tests for differences across group, +p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. Levels of significance 
are the same when using Fisher’s exact test. 
Pairwise comparisons (p<.05): a: Latine and Black, b: Latine and American Indian, c: Latine and white, d: Black 
and American Indian, e: Black and white, f: American Indian and white 
 

 

We again examine the transcripts to contextualize the discrepancy between the Latine 

respondents and the other groups with respect to these first two indicators. Rather than 

immediately codable answers to the survey question, we observe several uncodable answers in 

the first turns of Latine respondents. In Excerpts 5 and 6, the respondent initially responds with 

“no” or “none.” In Excerpt 5, the interviewer offers “other” as a response (which is listed on their 

screen but not read to the respondent), and then asks the respondent to specify. In Excerpt 6, the 

interviewer offers “other” as a directive probe, and then asks the respondent what they would 

say, which is potentially a bit clearer than the “specify” in Excerpt 5.  
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Excerpt 5 
I: which one or more of the following would you say is your race white black or 

african american american indian alaska native asian or native hawaiian or other 
pacific islander? 

R: uh no 
I: or you could say other 
R: I'm other 
I: ok and then could you specify for me please? 
R: I'm mexican 
 
Excerpt 6 
I: which one or more of the following would you say is your race white black or 

african american american indian alaska native asian or native hawaiian or other 
pacific islander? 

R: none of those 
I: and you would say other is that correct? 
R: other correct 
I: and what would you say for other? 
R: uh mexican 
I: you said mexican is that correct? 
R: yes 

 

Similarly, Excerpts 7 and 8 illustrate elaborations that offer candidate answers that are 

beyond the scope of response options as they have been listed: “no it’s Spanish.” In Excerpt 7, 

the interviewer first confirms “none of those” and then “Spanish”; in Excerpt 8, the interviewer 

confirms “Spanish.” 

Excerpt 7 
I: which one or more of the following would you say is your race I know we just 

kind of asked but um white black or african american american indian alaska 
native or excuse me or native hawaiian or other pacific islander? 

R: no it's spanish 
I: so none of those is that correct? 
R: yeah 
I: and did you say spanish? 
R: yeah 
I: thank you ma'am 
R: mhmm 
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 Excerpt 8 
I: which one or more of the following would you say is your race I know we just 

kind of asked but um white black or african american american indian alaska 
native or excuse me or native hawaiian or other pacific islander? 

R: no it's spanish 
I: so none of those is that correct? 
R: yeah 
I: and did you say spanish? 
R: yeah 
I: thank you ma'am 
R: mhmm 

 

Overall, Excerpts 5 through 8 illustrate that when respondents have issues answering 

questions in a way that invites interviewer follow-up, the follow-up behavior may vary, with 

implications for measurement error. 

All the remaining interactional indicators vary across ethnoracial groups for Question 90 

(Table 2). Interruptions are least likely to occur for the Latine respondents; based on the 

transcripts reviewed above, Latine respondents are likely waiting for the interviewer to present a 

category that aligns with their self-identity. The remaining indicators are more likely to occur for 

Latine respondents, with significant differences across groups for all indicators other than 

elaborations. 
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Discussion 

This study examines how a diverse set of respondents answer questions about ethnoracial 

identity in an interviewer-administered survey. First, we find varying types of answers for 

question 89 (“Are you Hispanic or Latino”) across respondents: Latine respondents are more 

likely to interpret the response categories to be “Hispanic” or “Latino,” while other groups 

interpret the question as “yes/no,” that is, as “Hispanic or Latino” or “Not Hispanic or Latino,” 

with the latter being how the researchers intend for the question to be answered. When 

respondents provide answers that are not immediately codable, such as how the Latine 

respondents answer question 89, or offer information in addition to a codable answer, such as an 

anticipatory answer, interviewers are more likely to follow up. As shown by the excerpts, the 

ways in which interviewers follow up vary, systematically increasing interviewer variability and 

measurement error for those ethnoracial groups.  

Second, for the race question (question 90), we observe both increased use of the hidden 

“other” category and more interactional problems for Latine respondents. While question order 

communicates meaning, such that answering a question about race after Hispanic/Latino origin 

theoretically communicates a contrast effect, in practice it often does not—Latine respondents 

often want to indicate that component of their identity when answering about race. Indeed, given 

the racialization of Latine groups in the U.S., identifying as white may not map onto their lived 

experiences with discrimination (Roth 2012). The race question is also cumbersome to 

administer in interviewer-administered modes due in part to the number of response categories: 

we observe interruptions when respondents hear the category that applies to them and requests 

for repetition or clarification when they do not. Overall, these results support the idea that 

ethnicity and race should be ascertained using a single survey question on ethnoracial identity 
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(Compton et al. 2013; Mathews et al. 2017; Olmstead-Hawala and Nichols 2020; Ortman et al. 

2017; Rios, Romero, and Ramirez 2014; Wang 2018). 

This study has limitations. First, the survey took place over the phone; the interactional 

behaviors we observe may differ in face-to-face modes of data collection. The interviews were 

conducted in English, and although the respondents in this study agreed to participate in a study 

done in English, it is plausible that the questions posed difficulty for respondents for whom 

English is not their first language, an issue that cannot be explored with these data but should be 

considered in future research. The interviewer-respondent interaction illustrates some of the 

issues respondents may have with these questions regardless of mode; however, self-

administered modes may lead to other issues with responding not captured here. The study 

results derive from one set of 23 interviewers at one research organization; more studies or 

studies with many interviewers and multiple organizations are needed to begin to trace the 

boundaries and contours of interviewers’ impact on both self and reflected appraisals of 

respondents’ ethnoracial identity. Finally, the sample is a non-probability sample, although the 

benefit of this quota sample is that it intentionally recruited across ethnoracial groups such that 

differences across groups are made apparent here in ways that were not feasible in prior studies.  

In conclusion, this study illuminates the interactional accomplishment of producing 

answers to survey questions on ethnoracial identity. Our examination of transcripts shows 

variation in how interviewers respond to interactional troubles. The lack of standardization for 

interviewers’ follow-up behaviors has implications for data quality, in that it increases the effect 

of interviewers on the quality of the data obtained. The issues of data quality also indirectly 

influence costs—all of that interaction is expensive in terms of time spent on the phone. Future 

research should continue to use transcripts of and real experiences in interviews to develop 
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trainings for interviewers to respond to interactional troubles deriving from ubiquitous yet 

complicated questions on ethnicity and race.
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