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1.1 Dietary Interview Component in the National Health and
Nutrition Examination Survey

Dietary information has been collected in NHANES since the 1970s. Researchers and policymakers
rely on NHANES data for detailed information about the foods and beverages that are consumed
by the U.S. population. In addition to providing important national reference data on food and
nutrient intakes that are obtained on all survey participants, the data help us to learn about food
patterns of ethnic subgroups, the adequacy of diets consumed by young children and older persons,
and the contribution of food to total nutrient intakes. Total nutrient intakes from food and dietary
supplements can be computed by combining NHANES Dietary Recall data with household
interview dietary supplement information. Many Federal agencies use NHANES data to evaluate
Federal regulations in the areas of food fortification and human risk assessment analyses that are
used to measure human exposure to contaminants that are found in food. All of these monitoring
and research applications are dependent on the quality and completeness of the dietary interview

data.

In the current survey, two dietary interviews will be administered to all study participants (SPs). The
primary dietary interview is administered in person in the MEC (the MEC In-Person interview). A
follow-up dietary interview is conducted by telephone from the home office and is called “the
Phone Follow-Up (PFU) interview.”

The MEC In-Person interview will be administered during the MEC exam along with the other
examination components. At the end of the MEC dietary interview, the interviewers will schedule
the SPs for a PFU interview 3-10 days later. Dietary telephone interviewers at the Westat home

office will conduct the PFU interviews.

The dietary interview is comprised of three sections—the Dietary Recall section, the Supplement
and antacid use section, and the Post-Recall section. The same computer-assisted dietary interview
system and similar quality control procedures are used for the MEC In-Person and PFU dietary
interviews. The computerized Dietary Recall interview and data processing systems we currently use

were implemented into the survey at the beginning of 2002. These systems were developed by

11 MEC In-Person Dietary Interviewers 2019



Introduction to the Dietary Interview n

Westat under contract to the Agricultural Research Service (ARS) of the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA). While the two dietary interviews collect similar data, there are some differences

that are desctribed below.

MEC In-Person Interview. The MEC In-Person interview collects 24-hour recall data in the
Dietary Recall section, supplement and antacid use in the past 24 hours, and a short set of Post-
Recall questions. A set of 3-dimensional measuring guides, including glasses, bowls, mugs, mounds,
circles, thickness sticks, spoons, a ruler, cartons, water bottles, and some 2-dimensional tools, such
as a grid, two wedges and pictures of shapes, chicken pieces and spreads, are used in the MEC In-
Person interview to help the respondent estimate the portion size. In addition, the MEC dietary
interviewers will schedule the PFU interview, dispense a set of measuring guides, and instruct the

respondents on how to use the guides during the PFU interview.

PFU Interview. The PFU interview collects Dietary Recall data, Supplements and antacids, and a
subset of the Post-Recall questions. The PFU interviewers are located at the Westat home office in
the same area as the NHANES dietary coders. Each SP will receive a reminder call prior to the
scheduled interview. The measuring guides used for the PFU were given to the SP by the MEC
interviewer at the end of the MEC In-Person interview. The guides consist of a set of measuring
cups, measuring spoons, a set of household spoons, a 12” ruler, and a 2-dimensional Food Model
Booklet (FMB). The FMB is a spiral booklet that contains pictures of glasses, bowls, mugs,
pats/spreads, mounds of food, citcles, a grid, a wedge, thickness blocks, and pictures of shapes and
chicken pieces. Additional hand cards are also provided for the supplement and antacid questions.

Each SP will receive $30.00 for his or her participation in the PFU interview.

Other data related to the Dietary Recall interview are collected in the household interview. These
dietary behavior and food security status assessment data include questions on dietary practices,
participation in food assistance programs, infant feeding practices, type of home water supply,
history of anemia, height and weight history, lifestyle eating habits, vitamin/mineral supplement and
antacid usage, household food sufficiency, and food security status. In addition to the dietary
assessment, the NHANES nutritional assessment components include anthropometric and body
composition measurements, nutritional biochemistry and hematology tests, clinical examinations,
and physical fitness and physical functioning assessments. These nutritional assessment components
of the survey were designed by a team of researchers from NCHS and other government agencies.
While the survey was being planned, government agencies were invited to submit research proposals
for topics and interview questions that would meet their specific nutrition information needs. The

dietary interview system and questionnaire specifications that NCHS provided to Westat reflect
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these information needs. NCHS and Westat staff will have primary responsibility for monitoring the

quality of data that are obtained during the course of the survey.

1.2 The Role of the Dietary Interviewer

The MEC dietary interviewer will be responsible for administering the dietary interview with all
sample persons (SPs). The information will be collected and recorded in an automated Dietary
Recall system. In collecting the data for NHANES, the dietary interviewer will be the liaison

between the respondent and the dietary coding system.

The primary goal of the 24-hour recall is to collect a detailed list of all the foods and beverages the
SP consumed within a 24-hour period, time and place of consumption, name of meal or snack, and
details needed for accurate food coding. Food models will be used to aid respondents in estimating
the amount of intake. The dietary interviewer establishes a rapport with the respondent, obtains the
most accurate, objective, and complete data, and enters these data into the automated system.
Throughout the interview, it is important that the dietary interviewer maintain his or her

professionalism, while creating an environment in which the SP feels comfortable to respond freely.

The 24-hour Dietary Recall interview is comprised of three parts—the 24-hour recall, the
Supplement and antacid use section, and a short set of Post-Dietary Recall questions. Information
collected from the 24-hour recall interview will be coded and linked to a database of nutrient
composition of foods. Calculations of total daily intakes of energy and 51 dietary components,
including 19 individual fatty acids will be derived from these data. At the end of the Dietary Recall
section, several questions are asked to collect information on the respondent’s usual intake, salt uses
on the previous day, at the table and during food preparation, and the use of special diets. Following
the Dietary Recall section, you will administer the Supplement and antacid use questions and then a
set of Post-Recall questions to a subsample of SPs. The frequency of fish and shellfish consumption
will be asked of all SPs 1 and older. Recent health will be asked about SPs 1-11 years old. In some
instances, if the pesticide questions have not been captured in the Proxy interview, you will ask two

questions about pesticide use.

The dietary interviewer may conduct the interview in English or Spanish. Proxy interviews
(Exhibit 1-1) will be conducted for children less than 6 years old and other SPs who cannot report

for themselves because of age or disability. Children who are 6-11 years old will be asked to provide
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their own data assisted by an adult household member. The preferred proxy is the person

responsible for preparing the SP’s meals.

Exhibit 1-1. Table of proxy and assisted interviews

Age of SP Main respondent
Under 6 years Proxy
6 years to 11 years SP, with proxy assistant
12 years + SP*

* Proxy is used if necessary.

MEC dietary interviewers record each interview via the PC. This recording procedure is
implemented for quality control purposes only and home office staff review randomly selected
recorded interviews for approximately 5 percent of each interviewer’s work. For adults, prior to the
recording a verbal permission will be obtained from the SP. An additional parental consent will be
obtained if the SP is 17 years or younger via a consent form obtained in the household. Survey staff
will review the recordings to monitor the quality of the interview and provide written feedback to

the interviewer. Detailed procedures of the audiotaping are described in Section 9.2 of this manual.

1.3 Other Duties of the Dietary Interviewer

The dietary interviewer has responsibilities in addition to administering the Dietary Recall interview.

These responsibilities are listed below.

Inventory measuring aids at the beginning and end of a stand. You must take inventory of
your measuring aids before beginning the stand and when you are packing up at the end of the

stand.

Unpack and pack supplies at the beginning and end of a stand. All supplies should be packed
into boxes at the end of a stand in preparation for moving the MEC. You are responsible for

unpacking supplies prior to the start of a stand in a new area.

Check supplies at the start of each exam session. You must make sure that you have all the
materials needed to conduct interviews for that day. You should plan to get to the MEC 20 minutes

early to check your materials. If you notice that you are missing supplies, inform the MEC manager.
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Assist other exam staff members. If you have time, you may be asked to help with packing and

unpacking equipment for other components, as well as other tasks.

Adhere to the travel schedule. Westat will provide you with a travel schedule for each stand. You

are expected to follow this schedule.

It is important to remember that each member of the MEC team is hired to perform certain tasks.
The workload and hours will vary per component. Since your responsibilities are very different from
other team members, it is best to fulfill your tasks without making comparisons to the workload of

other team members with different responsibilities.

1.4 Observers and MEC Visitors

NCHS and Westat staff will conduct the quality control monitoring and data review activities for the
component. The home office will receive data transmittals on a continuous basis throughout the
survey. Electronic mail systems will be set up to provide daily communication between the field
staff, home office, and NCHS. Representatives from NCHS and Westat will visit survey locations to
talk to the survey staff, observe examinations and interviews, and monitor the examination protocols

and time requirements.

During the course of the survey there will also be scheduled visits by collaborators and contract staff
who are involved with various components of the survey. Collaborators from other government
agencies including the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA), the National Institutes of Health (NIH), and the Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) may schedule visits to the MEC (through Westat) and request meetings with the dietary
interviewers. You will be notified in advance of any visits by outside groups. Generally speaking,
collaborators are interested in learning how the survey “works.” For example, they may ask how
survey participants respond to a Dietary Recall interview and if they are able to remember what they
ate the day before. Some researchers are interested in a particular aspect of dietary methodology
such as estimating food portion sizes while others are interested in how particular questions are
being answered because they may want to use the same (or similar) instrument in another survey or
plan to analyze the data. Interviewers should speak from their own experiences, offering what they

have observed while collecting the information rather than offering opinions as to the importance or
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relevance of the information. If the visitors have specific questions you are not able to answer, they
should be referred to NCHS.

Additionally, researchers and teaching staff from local health departments, universities, and
community colleges may visit the MECs and arrange to meet with members of the examination
team. The appointments with outside groups, that is, nonresearch collaborators, are usually
scheduled when the MEC is not in session. Sometimes this is done on the “Dry Run” (practice) day
or between examination sessions. In the interest of maintaining the confidentiality and privacy of

survey participants, visits by nongovernment or Westat staff are scheduled during “off” hours.

MEC visitors often ask the dietary interviewers about their work. For instance, the exam teams
travel frequently, move to unfamiliar communities, encounter many new faces every day, and so
forth. Visitors are curious about your education and interviewer training, bilingual language skills,
and why you chose to be a member of the team. You may be asked about other exam components.
If you are knowledgeable about these components, it is acceptable to discuss them; otherwise, refer
the individuals to the MEC manager or another member of the MEC team. Visitors may ask about
the dietary interview system that you use to record the Dietary Recall information. You may be
asked to describe the screens and the approach used to record information. A brief description of
the interview format, data entry, the food probe screens, data entry fields, online food and brand
lists, and data editing is useful. Copies of training manuals, a list of the measurement aids that are
used, and other specific information about the component can be requested through NCHS. If
someone requests a hard copy of a screen, it is best to provide them with a copy of some “sample
screens” that were used in the dietary training manual. Never share papers with SP information! The

survey has strict confidentiality rules.
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2.1 Description of the MEC Interview Room and Equipment

There are two dietary interviewer rooms in the mobile examination center (MEC) that are located
next to each other. One room is larger than the other and is to be used for families and also for
study participants (SPs) in wheelchairs. Each room has a built-in counter that extends almost across
the length of the room. The counter is concave so that it protrudes in the middle for extra space. In

addition, there is a pull-out counter that further expands this enlarged middle area.

The computer is positioned at an angle on the concave counter on one end of the room; the 3D
measuring guides are displayed on the counter at the other end. The interviewer sits in a chair in
front of the computer, facing the SP. The SP sits on the other end, in front of the 3D guides. The

interview rooms have sliding doors that are closed for privacy during the interview.

Each room has large plastic grids and baskets attached to the wall on the back of the room to store

the 3D guides. Hanging files on the wall and a 3-drawer cabinet provide storage for the interviewer.

2.2 MEC Interview Supplies and Other Equipment

The MEC dietary supplies include all the food models and accessories needed to conduct the

interview.

221 Measuring Guides

Each MEC contains two sets of measuring guides, one for each room. These guides will be used to

determine the volume and dimensions of the food items the SP reports.

[ Bean bags — 7 bean bags of various sizes, labeled M3-M9.

[ ] Bowls — 5 bowls of various sizes, labeled B1-B5.
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[ ] Circles — 10 circles from 1-10 inches, labeled C1-C10.

[ Glasses — glasses of various sizes, both glass and Styrofoam labeled G1-GS8.

[ Grid — 1 57x5” grid with '2” and 1” markings on a see-through page.

n Household spoons — 2 household spoons, called “big spoon” and “little spoon.”
] Measuring cups — 4 cups, labeled Y4, '3, Y2, and 1 cup.

n Measuring spoons — 4 spoons, labeled "4 tsp, 2 tsp, 1 tsp, 1 thsp.

[ Mugs — 3 mugs of various sizes, labeled MG1-MG3.

n Pats and spreads card — 2 pictures of knives with two different sized pats and spreads
representing 1 tsp and 2 tsps.

| Ruler — a 12-inch wooden ruler with fractions.
n Shapes and chicken pieces card — pictures of various shapes and chicken pieces.
] Thickness bars — 1 set of 12 thickness bars, each 1/8 inch thick.

] Water bottles — 5 different water bottles with different volumes, 8FO, 12FO, 16.9FO,
20FO, and 24FO.

n Wedges — 2 wedges, a 9” and a 57 wedge, on a see-through page.

The measuring guides include both plastic and glass vessels. For safety precautions, place all the
glass vessels toward the back of the counter to prevent small children from touching them. Ensure
that all glassware is accessible to SPs, including child respondents, to estimate portion sizes.
However, be attentive in how the SPs handle the glass. If a glass vessel breaks, follow the MEC

laboratory procedures for broken glass:

[ Only use mechanical means, such as forceps or a brush and dust pan, to pick up broken
glass.

n Never pick up broken glass with hands.

[ Dispose of broken glass in sharps containers that are closable, puncture-resistant,
appropriately labeled or color-coded, and leakproof on the sides and bottom.

n Disinfect dust pan and broom with bleach solution. (All cleaning equipment is available
in the laboratory.)

Replace the broken glassware from the vessels in the backup set. Then, notify the home office

immediately for backup replacements.
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2.3 MEC Dietary Interviewer Materials

There are a number of materials that you will need to conduct the interview. These include hand
cards, reminder cards, measuring guide packages, and audiotape consent forms. Some additional
materials will also be available in the dietary rooms. Interviewer supplies include the following listed

items.

23.1 Hand Cards

You will use the following hand cards:

n Calendar — a 2-year calendar that you will use when administering the Post-Recall
questions.

[ Codes for Source Responses — a list of sources included in the various codes.

[ Examples of Antacids — lists some antacid examples.

u Examples of Dietary Supplements — lists some supplement examples.

] Fish/Shellfish Card — contains a list of 20 different fish and 9 different shellfish. Hand
the respondent the card when you ask the questions in the Post-Recall section of the
interview.

u Help!! — includes the following tips: function keys, default times, 40+ food procedures,
and exceeding category accessions procedures.

[ List of Acceptable Abbreviations — a list of abbreviations you can use to access the
MFL and to make comments in OS and the remarks box.

u Picture Examples of Dietary Supplements — has photo images of supplements and
antacids.
[ Source of Food — lists the more common response items for the Source question such

as Store, Restaurant, and School cafeteria.
u Yellow-Page — a list of Eating Occasions and Frequently Forgotten Foods.

u Yesterday’s Food Intake — illustrates the period of time from midnight to midnight the
previous day.
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2.3.2 Reminder Cards

You will fill out a reminder card each time you make a PFU appointment with an SP. The 5 /2 x 8
inch reminder cards are printed on bright pink stock card. You will write in the day and time

scheduled and the appointment dates and times for any other HH members.

233 Measuring Guide Package

The measuring guide package consists of a Food Model Booklet (FMB), a set of measuring cups,
measuring spoons, two household spoons (1 tablespoon, 1 teaspoon), and a 12-inch ruler. The
package (referred to as dietary kits) will be assembled at the home office and shipped out in plastic
sacks. You will add the three Supplement hand cards and distribute the package when you make the
PFU appointment. Only one package will be distributed per household, preferably to the female
head of household. During the stand you will store the kits along with the food model booklets

under the counter in a plastic container with three drawers.

2.4 Equipment Setup and Teardown Procedures
241 MEC Dietary Interview Room Setup Procedures

At the beginning of each stand, on setup day, you will wipe down your work area, (desk, wall,
hanging baskets, etc.). You may use 409 All-Purpose Cleaner found in the staff lounge cabinet under
the sink to remove stains and may also use wet paper towels to wipe off dust. Remove the metal ring
that holds the pull-out counter, the rubber bands around the phone, and the sock containing the
mouse; place these in the zip closable bag provided by the FES. Unpack all the food models and
toys from the plastic storage container (bin) and wipe them clean. Arrange the models on the racks
in their appropriate places, (see photos at end of this section). Remove from the plastic bin the pink
and yellow appointment cards, tape consent forms, envelopes, and manual(s) and place in the
hanging files. Place hand cards and Spanish/English dictionaty on your desk, (under telephone jack
area) or wherever it’s convenient for daily use. Do inventory of existing material, (food model
booklets, kits that are stored in the storage bench in the rooms, models, tapes, appointment cards,

etc.) and save the count for cross checking.
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Open new inventory shipment boxes that were sent to the stand, (use a box cutter located in staff
lounge), count inventory and save count and inventory packing list for later cross checking. Refill 3-
drawer food model booklets bin to capacity in both dietary rooms. Carry remaining materials and
large storage bin to belly if needed. (Belly compartment is located on trailer 2 underneath the
walkway between trailers 1 and 2. There are two dietary bins in the belly for food models.) Count all
food model booklets and kits found in the storage bench in the room from the previous stand and
save the count for cross-checking. Combine new inventory items with any preexisting ones. Break

down all cardboard boxes and take to the designated area appointed by the MEC manager.

Gather all inventory counts and cross-check with the saved packing list, that the numbers from the
previous stand count and received shipment are correct. A dietary interviewer is to print the first and
last name on both pages 1 and 2 of the consumables inventory sheet and return to the MEC

managetr.

To clean toys, obtain 1 fluid ounce of bleach from the lab and add to a full sink of water (use sink
on trailer 2). Soak toys from both dietary rooms for about 10 minutes. Then rinse, dry, and
distribute toys between both dietary rooms accordingly. (Use gloves and be careful with clothing;

aprons, if needed, are available from the lab.)

242 MEC Dietary Interview Room Teardown Procedures

At the end of each stand, count all consumable items in both dietary rooms and the belly.
Consumable items are: food model booklets, kits, appointment cards, tapes, mailers, and permission
forms. (These items are found on the first 12 pages in the end of stand inventory sheets provided
by the MEC manager at the end of the stand.) Fill out the end of stand inventory form by placing
the number of actual items accounted for in the provided box. A dietary interviewer is to print the
first and last name on both pages 1 and 2 of the consumables inventory sheet and return to the

MEC manager.

Check the condition of all food models; if any item needs to be replaced, note it in the end of stand
inventory sheet. Bubble wrap all glass models and take care when stacking items inside one another
other, as items shift and expand during travel. Place them carefully in the plastic storage bin with the
toys. Store the remaining extra food model booklets and kits in the storage bench. Appointment
cards, hand cards, permission forms, mailers, mouse pad, and wrist guard should be placed in the

storage bin. Using a rubber band, secure the phone handset to the base. Turn around the 3-drawer
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bin containing the booklets, so that the drawers open toward the side wall. Detach mouse and scan
pen from the USB ports and place in a zip closable bag provided by the FES, placing the mouse
inside its sock. Place the bag with these items inside the dietary room mailbox. Cover the monitor
with the pillow (cozy), and drag the monitor toward the side wall right between the wall hooks with
the monitor facing the wall. Using a bungee cord, secure the monitor in place and then rest the
keyboard in between the monitor and the wall. Insert the metal ring in the hole, located in the center

of the counter, to hold the pull-out counter in place.

Empty trash receptacle and store trash can and SP’s chair in the bathroom in trailer number 2.

Position the interviewer’s chair on its side and slide under the counter. Secure door in place.

The last task at the end of a stand is to clean the staff area refrigerator. Remove and discard any

unclaimed food and wipe the inside of the unit before you leave the stand.

Exhibits 2-1 and 2-2 illustrate where the models and hand cards should be displayed in the dietary

room for standardization.
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Exhibit 2-1. Complete food model display and setup in small room
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Exhibit 2-2. Overall counter setup in large room
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3.1 Before Beginning the Interview

Before beginning the interview, take some time to make sure you are thoroughly prepared.
Thoroughly review your manual and other materials provided to you during training until you fully
understand all aspects of your job. Practice doing the interview until you are comfortable using the
automated system and probing techniques. This practice will help in building your confidence so
that you can deal with any situations you may encounter when you begin interviewing. Your ability
to work comfortably will help keep your respondents interested in the interview and will help your
interviews go smoothly. Respondents will quickly lose interest if you are constantly stopping, losing

track of your place, and stumbling over questions or probes.

Check to make sure that you have sufficient quantities of all necessary materials, and that your
materials are organized in an orderly way. Materials that are to be handed to respondents should be

easily accessible to avoid any awkward fumbling or searching.

The first thing a respondent will notice about you is your appearance. In general, you should aim at
an appearance that is neat, suitable, and inconspicuous. Avoid extremes of any kind. Keep in mind
that it is better to be a little underdressed than overdressed, and that, regardless of what clothes you

wear, cleanliness and neatness are always very important.

3.2 Activities and Resources Helpful to Your Interview
3.21 Getting Oriented to a New Community

Every community is different. The dietary interviewers make more adjustments to a new community
than other exam team members because the information they collect reflects the customs of a
community and its inhabitants. Regional food customs, variations in food preparation methods,
terminology, and even foods, may be unfamiliar at first. In time, you will learn that a “whoopie pie”
reported in the Pennsylvania Dutch community is a cream-filled dessert cake and that “SOS” is

another term for chipped beef on toast. Local newspapers and interviewer training materials will
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help you to learn about foods that are likely to be reported during the survey. Still, there is nothing

like “being there” in terms of observing, tasting, and reporting what is really happening!

A few suggestions to help start you out on this adventure. Large cities are often comprised of
numerous ethnic neighborhoods—a Chinese neighborhood, a “Little Italy” section, or a
neighborhood where a mixture of Caribbean cultures mingle together. Once you are settled in, take
time to walk around the community, talk to shop owners and restaurant employees, and observe the
names of grocery stores, markets, and restaurants that are situated in town. Take a few notes, read

local papers, and pick up menus.

All of us are familiar with the major fast food chains such as “McDonald’s” and “Hardees.” In a
small town, you may find out that a take-out restaurant called “Zack’s” or “Big B” is where most of
the take-out food comes from. Telephone yellow page directories are useful to obtain the names and
addresses of stores and restaurants in a particular area. Newspapers frequently list upcoming festivals
and events that involve regional foods. Finally, the survey field office and household interviewer

staff are often familiar with the area and can provide suggestions for other places to visit.

3.2.2 Helpful Contacts

The survey’s Advance Arrangements Team has already laid the groundwork for the MEC team prior
to their arrival at the survey location. Key representatives of the local government agencies, health
departments, and clinics will be informed about the survey ahead of time. A list of contact people
from the community is developed by the team and is available for your use. The dietary interviewers
are encouraged to take the initiative to call local nutritionists. Expect the response to be somewhat
mixed. In smaller communities, the key nutrition contact person might be assigned to spend all or
most of his or her time administering a specific program—WIC, elder meal program projects, home
economist demonstration projects, and so forth, so the contact’s perspective on the “total
community” might be limited. Often, community nutritionists cover several offices and/or large
geographic areas so they have less time to talk. Suggestions: Try to set up a convenient time to talk
and have your questions ready. Ideally, you will have an opportunity to meet at least one community
nutritionist per stand. It is helpful to coordinate the community contact activities with your dietary

team partner to avoid duplication of effort.
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Suggested contacts also include:

n Local newspapers — Some have a food editor or guest writer who writes about
regional food customs and foods.

n Community colleges and universities — A telephone directory may list academic
departments; foods and nutrition, home economics, food service management, and
dietetics departments have potential.

n Community programs — These may be food banks and congregate feeding sites for
the general community and older populations. Check the local government pages of the
telephone book for a contact name and number.

n Public schools — Schools usually have a central office that is responsible for school
meal programs in a county. It may be necessary to contact a particular school directly,
because cafeteria managers may have discretion to vary what is planned for the monthly
menu cycles.

] Local restaurants, grocery stores, delicatessens, bakeries, markets, and
carryouts — People are usually friendly and eager to help. If they seem suspicious or
hesitant, simply tell them that you are working on a health study that is collecting
information about the foods that people in their community and other parts of the
United States eat. Always thank them for their time and help. You may want to have a
few NHANES brochures on hand to help explain what the survey is all about.

m Library — Public libraries usually have a food and cooking section. A local branch may
have cookbooks that have regional appeal.

3.2.3 Beginning the Interview

When you first make contact with a respondent, your initial task will be to establish a friendly but
professional relationship. Your own confident and professional manner will reassure the respondent
and set a tone that will enable you to complete the interview in an efficient manner. Experience with
past surveys has indicated that there are three main factors that increase the likelihood that a
respondent will consent to be interviewed. They include: establishing rapport, convincing the study
participant (SP) of the importance of the survey, and convincingly responding to the SPs questions

and objections.

Establishing Rapport. “Rapport” is the term used to describe the personal relationship between
you and the respondent. Rapport provides the foundation for good interviewing. Your appearance,
your introductory remarks, and the way you answer any questions the respondent may ask will

strongly influence the rapport that develops between both of you. What you say and how you say it
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should set the tone for the friendly, cooperative, but businesslike relationship that will continue to

develop throughout the interview.

You must make a concerted effort to engage the SP during the interview. It could be very easy to

become so absorbed in the computer screen that you forget you are dealing with a person.

Convincing the respondent that the survey is important and worthwhile. You must try to
interest the respondent in the survey, and the dietary interview component in particular.
Respondents are often hungty, tired, and impatient during the exam. Encourage the respondent to
see the interview as an opportunity to express his or her views and to have those views taken
seriously. From the start, give the respondent certain basic information about the interview: what to
expect during the interview and what the purpose of the interview is. If asked, you may also explain

how the information will be used, and the length of the interview.

Responding to the respondent’s questions and objections. Even respondents who are
convinced of the importance of the study may, for a variety of reasons, be reluctant to grant a
certain part of the interview. Your friendly manner, your introductory statements, and your success
and confidence in answering the respondents’ questions will help you sell both yourself and the
survey to the respondents. Your effectiveness will be increased by your knowledge that your job is
legitimate and important, and by your thorough understanding of what you are doing and how to do

it.

Your own state of mind—your conviction that the interview is important—will strongly influence
the respondent’s cooperation. Your belief that the information you obtain will be significant and
useful will help motivate the respondent to answer fully and accurately. Most people want to be
heard and are happy that you have asked their opinions. Those who are reluctant to give specific
information will often do so willingly, if they are convinced that good use will be made of it and that

their privacy will be protected.

3.3 Administering the Interview

Your task is to collect accurate information. You must have a thorough understanding of the general

principles for administering the interview and comprehend fully its confidential nature. The material
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in the following sections of this manual will acquaint you with the general principles and procedures

to follow when collecting survey data.

331 Asking the Questions

Collecting accurate and reliable data requires that every respondent hears exactly the same questions
read in exactly the same way. Even small changes in the way you ask a question can affect the way a
respondent answers and, in the long run, affect the results when researchers combine the answers
given by large numbers of respondents. The basic rules for asking survey questions, discussed below,

are all designed to ensure uniformity in the way questions are asked of respondents.

Always Remain Neutral. During the entire interview you must always maintain a completely
neutral attitude. As an interviewer, you must never allow anything in your words or manner to
express criticism, surprise, approval, or disapproval of the questions you ask or of the answers

respondents give.

An important part of your role as an interviewer is to get the respondent actively involved in the
interview, to encourage him or her to talk comfortably and freely in response to your questions.
While encouraging the respondents to talk freely, however, you must carefully avoid saying or doing
anything to influence the content of the respondent’s answers. No matter what topics you ask about,
no matter how strongly you agree or disagree with the respondent’s answers, and no matter how
interesting, unusual, or discouraging you might find those answers to be, you must always maintain
the same neutral and professional stance during the interview. You are there to ask for and record

the respondent’s answers, not to influence or advise in any way.

At times, particulatly if your respondent is talking freely, you may feel that he or she has already
answered a question before you get to it. Do not skip over the question, but confirm the

response that you heard.

To be a good interviewer, you must be comfortable with the questions you ask. If you feel
uncomfortable with certain questions such as the food security questions, it is likely that you will
transmit something of that feeling to the respondent and influence the answers you receive. If you
are uneasy with some questions, you should practice them repeatedly until you can ask them in a
simple, straightforward, matter-of-fact way. Occasionally you will find a respondent who refuses to

answer some questions, but usually you will find that as long as you can deal with all of your

35 MEC In-Person Dietary Interviewers 2019



General Interviewing Techniques B

questions in the same relaxed and professional manner, your respondents will answer without

hesitation.

Ask all Questions as Worded. You must read each question completely and exactly as it is worded
to ensure the SP understands the meaning of a question. For the answers obtained by different
interviewers to be combined, there must be no doubt that each respondent heard exactly the same
question before responding. However, there may be situations when you will just confirm a
response rather than ask the question. For example, when an SP reports the time of the occasion
during the QL pass, you can confirm that time during the Time and Occasion pass. If you need to
repeat a question because the respondent did not hear you the first time or did not understand the

question, reread the entire qu