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The four-step cognitive response process model was originally developed for 
household surveys and several additional factors must be considered for 
business surveys.  First, business survey respondents rely heavily on company 
records. Second, organizational knowledge tends to be distributed across 
several employees. Third, a survey questionnaire is usually competing with other 
organizational and personal priorities and the survey may not receive the 
respondent’s entire attention.  Finally, organizations regularly authorize only a 
few individuals to release data.  If the respondent is not authorized to release the 
data, an additional step is added to the response process.  

Cognitive interviews elicit information about the cognitive response process and 
provide researchers with a better understanding of how respondents complete 
surveys. While cognitive interviews can employ any number of methods, this 
research primarily utilized concurrent think-aloud interviews with follow-up 
probes. During the interviews, respondents were asked to verbalize their 
thoughts as they moved through the questionnaire while follow-up probes were 
used to obtain more information from the respondent.  Another method used was 
respondent debriefing. This method was used if a respondent brought a 
completed copy of their most recent AWTS form to the meeting. In these 
interviews, respondents were asked to talk through how they completed the form 
and then probes were used to further understand that process. In both the 
cognitive interviews and the respondent debriefings, respondents were asked 
about their interpretation of question wording, their data sources, and their 
thoughts on the survey’s format. For all interviews, a survey analyst from the 
AWTS staff was present. 

Fifteen interviews were conducted from July 14-August 15, 2008 in Chicago, IL; 
New York, NY; San Francisco, CA. Companies were selected to provide a mix of 
business types, sizes, and product.  

Our findings are qualitative and do not indicate any sort of expected respondent 
distribution.  It is not suitable to make statistical inferences to a population based 
on these findings. Rather, our findings are illustrative of the respondent range 
and type. 

This document is divided into several sections.  First, the general findings and 
recommendation section includes findings that apply to all questionnaire items. 
Second, the specific findings and recommendation section includes findings that 
apply to specific questionnaire items.  Finally, we have attached copies of each 
questionnaire tested in the New York and San Francisco area. The questionnaire 
tested in Chicago was virtually the same, but had a minor difference in the 
answer space for Question 3E (see finding #17). 
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General Findings and Recommendations 
#1: Generally, the questionnaires are performing well and the changes made as 
a result of Round 1 testing helped respondents correctly complete the form while 
reducing response burden. This includes both content and layout changes.  

Recommendation: No recommendation needed. 

#2: Most respondents reported that it would take them about 30 to 45 minutes to 
complete these AWTS questionnaires. Some respondents reported as little as 15 
minutes while others reported as much several hours to complete the form.  

Recommendation: No recommendation needed. 

#3: Similar to Round 1, the person we interviewed was the appropriate person. 
Usually this was the person who had completed the form in the past and would 
continue to complete it in the future. 

Recommendation: No recommendation needed. 

#4: Similar to Round 1, when respondents were asked about their preferred 
method for nonresponse follow-up, they were evenly split between mail, 
telephone and e-mail. If the respondent preferred e-mail, the general consensus 
was that e-mail is only effective if the survey name is used in the body of the 
email. 

Recommendation: Use e-mail for nonresponse follow-up only if AWTS 
can be referred to by name. Otherwise, use mail or telephone to contact 
nonrespondents. 

#5: Some respondents had difficulty reading the form. 
Recommendation: Where possible, increase the font size of the 
questions and instructions. One example is the text in the General 
Instructions box. 
Resolution: The AWTS staff will evaluate the font size of the questions 
and instructions and increase the size where possible.  Font sizes will be 
kept consistent (e.g., all questions will appear in the same font size, 
instructions will appear in the same font size) throughout the 
questionnaire. 

Specific Findings and Recommendations 
Front Page 
#6: Manufacturer’s representatives did not find the title or subtitle of the survey 
particular useful when determining whether or not this form applied to them.    

Recommendation: In order to make the title less ambiguous for 
manufacturer’s representatives, add the word “representatives” to the 
subtitle 
Resolution: The recommendation was accepted, however, the 
modification will need to be evaluated for readability. This is because the 
size of the form banner cannot be increased and the additional wording 
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will reduce the font size. If it is decided to add “representatives” to the 
survey subtitle, it will also be added to the heading for Item 1.  

#7: Most respondents noticed the box that outlined the three methods for 
reporting located below the address label. 

Recommendation: No recommendation needed. 

#8: Several people were unable to find their business type listed in Item 1. Some 
consider their companies to be “wholesalers” or “commercial distributors” and 
suggested adding these categories to their response options. 

Recommendation: The AWTS staff should check these firms’ 

classification and decide if they are misclassified. Also consider adding 

more firm types to Item 1.   

Resolution: The AWTS staff will check these firms’ classification and 

decide if they are misclassified. No text will be added to Item 1 at this time.  


Question 3 
#9: Generally, this question is performing well, and is collecting the information 
requested. Respondents generally skipped the include, exclude, and deduct 
lists, read the question, and then read the lists only if they did not understand the 
question. 

Recommendation: No recommendation needed. 

#10: After Round 1, the total number of locations question was deleted from the 
form and a reference to the locations was added to the first bullet of Question 3. 
Overall, we found that respondents did not have a problem. However, most of the 
respondents in this round were single units.   

Recommendation: The AWTS staff should be aware of this issue and 
pay special attention to multi-units during data collection, looking for 
problematic reporting that may be attributed to this problem.  

#11: During Round 1, it was noted that consignment sales and businesses with 
unique or different billing practices might experience difficulty in answering this 
question because their records are not kept in the manner requested by the 
AWTS form. It was our hope that the changes made to this item would help 
alleviate some of this problem, however, that turned out not to be the case. 

Recommendation: The AWTS staff should to be aware of these cases 
and be prepared to provide them with additional help. 

#12: While reviewing the exclude list, four respondents did not understand the 
phrase “receipts from customers for carrying or other credit charges” and 
guessed that this phrase referred to finance charges. 

Recommendation: In order to clarify the ambiguity in the second bullet, 
change the bullet to include, or be replaced by, the phrase “finance 
charges.” 
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Resolution: Recommendation accepted. This change will also be carried 
over to the distributors and the MSBO forms. 

Question 3A 
#13: While reading Question 3A, several respondents asked if we wanted gross 
or net numbers. For most, the difference between the two numbers is the 
inclusion or exclusion of customer returns. 

Recommendation: In order to clarify the intent of Question 3A, add the 
phrase “gross” or “net” to Item 3 and its parts. 
Resolution: The question is asking for net numbers, however, the team 
was hesitant about adding any additional text without testing it first, 
therefore the question will remain as tested. The AWTS staff 
recommended adding “Please call 1-800… with questions” or similar text 
to the bottom of pages 1-3, in order to encourage respondents to call the 
AWTS staff if they did not understand any questions.  

Question 3B 
#14: During Round 1, some respondents were confused by the phrase “on your 
own accounts” in Question 3B. In round 2, we tested the phrase “your company 
took title to” and found that respondents were still confused about this item. 
Respondents suggested the phrases “ownership” or “possession” as appropriate 
modifications to this item. 

Recommendation: Change the question to include the phrases 
“ownership” or “possession.” 
Resolution: Recommendation accepted. Add the phrase “owned” and 
parentheses around “took title to” to the question so it reads: What were 
product sales and operating revenue on goods that your company owned 
(took title to) during 2007, if any? 

Question 3A, 3B, 3C 
#15: Only one respondent commented that the order of Item 3A, 3B, and 3C 
were backwards. To him, it made more sense to collect a total followed by the 
detail. 

Recommendation: Continue to collect Items 3A, 3B, and 3C in their 

current order. 

Resolution: Recommendation accepted. 


Question 3D 
#16: Overall, the changes made to Question 3D performed well in Round 2. 
Respondents read the definition and stated that it helped them understand gross 
selling value. Several respondents, however, still had problems reporting the 
requested numbers even if they understood the concepts. This was especially 
true if they used an outside CPA or the number is not normally tracked on their 
company books. Some respondents backed into this number based on their 
average commission rate and produced reasonable responses.  

Recommendation: No recommendation needed. 
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Question 3E 
#17: Similar to Round 1, this question performed well, regardless of the 
calculation method used by the respondent. During the Chicago interviews the 
answer space was displayed using four boxes, a decimal point, and a percentage 
sign, as shown below: 

Respondents were confused by the presentation of the answer space. Some 
respondents saw the decimal point and not the percentage sign, leading them to 
convert a percentage to a decimal figure, e.g. 7% becomes 0.07. After the 
Chicago trip it was decided to drop the tenths and hundredths boxes from the 
answer box and increase the font size of the percentage sign. This was then 
tested successfully in during the New York and San Francisco trips. 

Recommendation: No recommendation needed. 
Resolution: Add a note below the formula that indicates that respondents 
should round their answer to the nearest whole percent. Also, in order to 
make Questions 3D and 3E consistent, remove the parentheses from 
around the formula and make both the formula and the note bulleted items 
under the question. The dot leader should extend from the whole 
percentage note to the answer box. 

Question 3F 
#18: One respondent noted that providing calendar year figures took more 
preparation time, but was not overly difficult. He just wanted to know sooner that 
providing fiscal year figures was acceptable. 

Recommendation: No recommendation needed. 

Question 4 
#19: Despite revisions made based on Round 1, this question still remained 
problematic for several reasons: 
• 	 Respondents define e-commerce primarily as the Internet used for online 

sales or purchases. This leads respondents to read the header, skim the 
questions, report “No,” and move on. Often, it is only after the respondent 
is prompted to read the definition that they realize that they should have 
reported “yes.” One respondent utilized an EDI network, yet still said he 
would report “no” for this question.  

• 	 Respondents still do not know what an Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) 
network is. While the definition helped to clarify the term, the term itself 
still creates problems for some respondents. 

• 	 The definition of e-commerce has problems.  Many respondents wondered 
what “negotiation” meant. Some respondents wondered if this meant any 
kind of electronic communication with a client (since all communication 
with a client is a negotiation towards a sale) or if this only meant 
negotiation over the final price or contract terms.  
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• 	 In Question 4A, respondents also found the verb “to generate” too limiting. 
For example, some respondents interpreted this question as “using e-
commerce to produce a sale” rather than using e-commerce to discuss or 
negotiate a sale. 

• 	 Once Question 4A has been answered, respondents have problems 
understanding the phrase “gross selling value” used in Question B.  This is 
especially problematic for manufacturer’s representatives.  

• 	 Once all of these issues are resolved – the respondents understand the 
meaning of e-commerce and have answered Question A correctly – 
completing Question 4A, 4B, and 4C is difficult.  The majority of 
respondents we interviewed do not track sale information by the mode in 
which the sale is made. As a result, most of the information reported by 
respondents in Question 4 is a rough estimate at best.  Some respondents 
noted that, given the difficulties associated with retrieving and/or 
estimating data for Question 4, they would report “No” in Question A so 
they could skip straight to Question 5. 
Recommendation: Overall, we are concerned with the quality of the data 
collected from this question and recommend deleting the question. During 
both rounds we saw issues of comprehension and retrieval, which may 
lead respondents to report incorrectly. 
If it must be kept, then: 
• 	 In Question 4A, change the verb “to generate” to something else. 

We would like to discuss this further with the AWTS staff.  
• 	 Repeat the definitions for EDI and other online systems in 

Questions B and C, respectively. 
Resolution: The e-commerce question series will be deleted. Even 
though the new version of Question 4 tested better than the original 
version significant concerns about data quality remain. 

Question 5 
#20: This question generally performed well.  Some respondents noted that they 
are primarily cash based so they do not have bad debt, however, if they had bad 
debt they could exclude it without much difficulty.  

Recommendation: No recommendation needed. 

Other Recommendations 
#21: There are several horizontal lines within the questionnaire that 
unnecessarily break the questionnaire into smaller chunks.  There is an adequate 
amount of space separating the questions, which makes the lines redundant.   

Recommendation: We recommend removing the following horizontal lines: 
• 	 Page 1: Between the General Instructions and Item 1 
• 	 Page 1: Between Items 1 and 2 
• 	 Page 3: Between Items 4 and 5 
• 	 Page 3: Between Items 5 and 6 
• 	 Page 4: Between the number and header for Item 7 and the field for 

“Name of person completing this report” 
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• Page 4: Below the field for the fax number 
Resolution: Most of the lines that were recommended for deletion will be 
kept, since they are needed on the other AWTS forms.  Two lines on page 4 
will be deleted: 1) the line between the number and header for Item 7 and the 
field for “Name of person completing this report” and 2) the line below the field 
for fax number. Also, the thank you text will be moved towards the top of the 
page, so that it is closer to the contact information.  

#22: Some of the dot leaders extend to the answer box, while some stop just 
short of the answer box. 

Recommendation: Extend the dot leaders to the answer box and apply 
this consistently across the form. 
Resolution: Recommendation accepted. 
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