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Like t h e  p rove rb ia l  ho r se t r ade r ,  survey r e sea rche r s  b e l i e v e  i t  i s  b e s t  

t o  "go s t r a i g h t  t o  t h e  h o r s e ' s  mouth." Se l f - repor t s  a r e  accepted a s  t he  most 

accu ra t e ,  whi le  proxy r e p o r t s  by informants  a r e  considered less r e l i a b l e  

(Sudman and Bradburn, 1982). Se l f - r epo r t s  a r e  judged s u p e r i o r  because t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l  e i t h e r  has  unique, personal  knowledge of t h e  s u b j e c t  under i nqu i ry ,  

such as about  s u b j e c t i v e  f e e l i n g  s t a t e s  o r  a t t i t u d e s  towards va r ious  i s s u e s ,  

o r  because t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  r e c a l l  of events  and personal  exper iences  i s  

l i k e l y  t o  be more complete and d e t a i l e d .  

By f a r  t h e  most work has been done i n  t h e  a r e a  of h e a l t h  care .  

Numerous s t u d i e s  r e p o r t  t h a t  i n c i d e n t s  of i l l n e s s ,  d i s a b i l i t y ,  phys ic ian  c a r e ,  

and even h o s p i t a l i z a t i o n  a r e  underreported by ' informants  (Cartwright ,  1957; 

Cannel l  and Fowler, 1963; Haase and Wilson, 1972; Kovar and Wilson, 1976; 

Kovar and Wright, 1973; Nisselson and Woolsey, 1959; Marquis and Cannel l ,  

1971; and Cannel l ,  Marquis, and Laurent,  1977-but s e e  t h e  p a r t i a l  cha l lenge  t o  

t h i s  i n  Andersen, Karper, Frankel  and Associates ,  1979). Various o t h e r  

s t u d i e s  r e p o r t  no tab le  v a r i a t i o n  between proxy and s e l f  r e p o r t s ,  b u t  wi thout  

t he  presence of v a l i d a t i o n  c r i t e r i a  t h a t  makes it p o s s i b l e  t o  know which a r e  

a c t u a l l y  more accu ra t e  (Ba i lo r  and Rothwell, 1984; Scanzoni; 1965; Ferber ,  

1955; Ballweg, 1969; Clark and Wallin,  1964; Brooks and Bai lor ,  1978; Haberman 

and Elinson,  1967; and Levinger) .  S tudies  t h a t  f i n d  no d i f f e r e n c e  between 

informant  and s e l f - r e p o r t s  on some o r  a l l  v a r i a b l e s  a r e  comparatively r a r e  

(Ballweg, 1969; Singer ,  1972-73; and Ferber ,  1955). 

Yet d e s p i t e  t h e  acknowledged s u p e r i o r i t y  of s e l f - r e p o r t s ,  survey 

research  f r equen t ly  c o l l e c t s  proxy information from informants.  In  two 

s i t u a t i o n s  proxy r e p o r t s  a r e  a c t u a l l y  considered p r e f e r a b l e  t o  s e l f - r e p o r t s .  

They a r e  favored when i n d i v i d u a l s  a r e  unable o r  u n l i k e l y  t o  g ive  a s  accu ra t e  

information a s  an informed person c l o s e  t o  t h e  ind iv idua l .  Most f r e q u e n t l y .  
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t h i s  involves having parents  r e p o r t  on the  experiences (e.g. hea l th  ca re )  of 

t h e i r  minor chi ldren  (Nisselson and Woolsey, 1959). S imi lar ly ,  ca re take r s  a r e  

of ten  interviewed about p a t i e n t s  and charges who a r e  physica l ly  o r  mentally 

incapaci ta ted  (Singer, 1972-73). Second, it is believed ( b u t  no t  a s  f i rmly  

es t ab l i shed)  t h a t  informant r epor t s  about behaviors t h a t  a r e  threatening t o  a 

respondent w i l l  be more complete than se l f - r epor t s  (Bradburn, Sudman, and 

Associates, 1979; Sudman and Bradburn, 1982; Marquis and Cannell, 1971). I t  

is thought t h a t  s o c i a l  d e s i r a b i l i t y  e f f e c t s  w i l l  cause respondents t o  

underreport the  negative behavior (e.9. drug use, temper outburs ts ,  non- 

vot ing) ,  while informants w i l l  be less l i k e l y  t o  suppress the  dev ian t  

behavior. 

These two circumstances however account f o r  only a small  proport ion of 

the ins tances  where surveys r e s o r t  t o  proxy repor t s  i n  l i e u  of se l f - r epor t s .  

Overwhelmingly the  motivation f o r  using proxy repor t s  is  t h e i r  g r e a t  

convenience and low cost .  Interviewing each a d u l t  i n  a household is  usua l ly  

considered unnecessary when the  information being sought is e i t h e r  1)  

household l e v e l  information access ib le  t o  any a d u l t  family member (e.g. fami ly  

income, home tenancy, automobile ownership), 21 a j o i n t  behavior shared with 

the  informant (e.g. number of hours spent  together ,  d a t e  of a couple 's  

marriage),  o r  3)  a bas ic  demographic o r  observed behavior t h a t  is  commonly 

known by household members (e.9. spouse's r e l ig ion ,  employment s t a t u s ,  tobacco 

use, age). 

PROXY REPORTS FOR SPOUSES 

The General Socia l  Surveys (GSS), which a r e  na t iona l  f i l l1  p robab i l i ty  

samples of households, have followed these standard p rac t i ces .  The GSS s e l e c t  

one random respondent per household (using a Kish t a b l e ) .  The se lec ted  

respondents r epor t  mostly on personal  demographics, behaviors, and 
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a t t i t u d e s .  Respondents a l s o  r e p o r t  on a s e t  of household va r i ab les  (e.9. 

number of ea rne r s ,  family income) and c e r t a i n  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of t h e i r  

1 
spouses. 

While the  GSS does no t  c o l l e c t  any information t o  v a l i d a t e  the  

individual  accuracy of proxy repor t s  about spouses, i t  i s  poss ib le  t o  judge 

t h e i r  aggregate accuracy by comparing them with se l f - repor ts .  For married 

couples, the  se l f - r epor t s  of the  randomly se lec ted  respondents and of 

respondents1 spouses r ep resen t  the  same universe (married people)  and 

therefore  t h e i r  d i s t r i b u t i o n s  should be the  same. For example, f o r  married 

couples the  educational  d i s t r i b u t i o n  reported by respondents should be t h e  

same a s  the  educat ional  d i s t r i b u t i o n  t h a t  respondents r e p o r t  f o r  t h e i r  

spouses. Using t h i s  a s  our s tandard of judgment, we compared s e l f  and spouse 

repor t s  on the  GSS. 

F i r s t ,  w e  examined the  completeness of information from respondents 

and spouses (Table 1 ) .  Except f o r  one t i e ,  more missing information occurs 

f o r  spouse repor t s  than se l f - r epor t s .  The higher l e v e l  of missing information 

comes about equal ly  from more "no answers" - r e s u l t i n g  from f a i l u r e  t o  ask 

follow-up quest ions about the  spouse, and higher l e v e l s  of "don' t  knows" - 
r e s u l t i n g  from respondent 's  lack of knowledge about the  spouse. On the  o ther  

hand, even among spouse repor t s ,  the  l e v e l  of information is s o  near ly  

complete t h a t  the r e l a t i v e  l o s s  of information i s  t r i v i a l .  

Second, among those g iv ing responses we compared d i s t r i b u t i o n s .  

Overall ,  the  d i s t r i b u t i o n s  were very close.  Only f i v e  of s ix teen  comparisons 

were s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  and given t h a t  most comparisons involved s i x  t o  

eleven thousand cases,  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f ferences  of unimpressive magnitude can 

'Additional information i s  co l l ec ted  on parents  and respondent 's 
family of o r ig in ,  bu t  we w i l l  no t  be deal ing  with t h i s  information. 



be de tec ted .  No d i f f e r e n c e s  were d e t e c t e d  on any df t h e  SES v a r i a b l e s  and 

r e l i g i o n  showed no notab le  d i f f e r ences .  Di f fe rences  d i d  occur ,  however, among 

some labor  f o r c e  and e t h n i c i t y  va r i ab l e s .  mre fu l l - t ime  employment was 

r epo r t ed  f o r  spouses than f o r  respondents  (55.2% vs. 48.2%). S imi l a r ly ,  more 

people  working over 34 hours i n  the p rev ious  week are repo r t ed  f o r  spouses 

than respondents  (84.1% vs. 80.6%). I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  the higher  l e v e l  of 

c u r r e n t  l abo r  f o r c e  involvement r epo r t ed  f o r  spouses  than f o r  respondents ,  

among those  n o t  c u r r e n t l y  i n  t h e  labor  f o r c e  respondents  were more l i k e l y  t o  

r e p o r t  having worked f o r  a year  o r  more than spouses  (82.1% vs. 76.9%). The 

higher  labor f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of spouses r e s u l t s  from two forms of non- 

response  b ias :  an undersampling of  fu l l - t ime  employees i n  t h e  e a r l y  block 

quota  surveys and an unde r r ep re sen t a t i on  of males on t h e  f u l l - p r o b a b i l i t y  

surveys.  Full-t ime employed people are underrepresented on t h e  block quota  

samples t h a t  were used i n  1972-1974 and on ha l f  samples i n  1975 and 1976 

(Stephenson, 1979).  Conversely,  males a r e  underrepresented on f u l l -  

p r o b a b i l i t y  surveys t h a t  were used on half-samples i n  1975 and 1976 and i n  

1977-1 985 (Smith,  1979) . Correc t ing  f o r  e i t h e r  t h e  block quota  undersampling 

of fu l l - t ime  employees o r  t h e  f u l l  p r o b a b i l i t y  unde r r ep re sen t a t i on  of males 

reduces t h e  gap between spouse r e p o r t s  and s e l f - r e p o r t s  and when both a r e  

ad jus t ed  f o r  s imul taneous ly  t h e  gap f a l l s  from 4.0% t o  1.6% and becomes 

i n s i g n i f i c a n t .  

For e t h n i c i t y  respondents  were asked "From what c o u n t r i e s  or p a r t  of 

t h e  world d id  your ances to r s  come?" Up t o  t h r e e  mentions were recorded. A 

p a r a l l e l  ques t i on  was asked f o r  spouses. Considerably more e t h n i c i  t i e s  were 

mentioned by respondents  than they mentioned fo r  t h e i r  spouses.  Respondents 

mention an average of 1.54 coun t r i e s  while  f o r  spouses  on ly  1.24 mentions were 

given. When w e  used mentions a s  t he  u n i t  of a n a l y s i s ,  respondents  mentioned 



GSS: 62 - 5- 

more countr ies  from the  f i r s t  wave of immigrants (English, Scots,  French, 

e t c . )  and fewer from l a t e r  waves. (Although the  d i f fe rence  of 4.1% i s  

s i g n i f i c a n t  a t  only the  . I 1  l e v e l ,  w e  be l ieve  t h a t  the  1986 GSS w i l l  show this 

d i f fe rence  t o  be r e l i a b l e ) .  However, when w e  used prefer red  e t h n i c i t y ,  the  

d i f fe rence  disappeared ( t o  a d i f f e rence  of only 0.6%). It  appears t h a t  

respondents lack complete knowledge of the  e t h n i c  complexity and d i v e r s i t y  of 

t h e i r  pa r tne r s  (and the re fo re  mention fewer e thn ic  backgrounds f o r  t h e i r  

spouses) ,  b u t  t h a t  they do know t h e i r  p a r t n e r ' s  main e t h n i c i t y  ( t h e  omitted 

e t h n i c i t i e s  a s  a group appear t o  be minor o r  secondary i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s ) .  (For 

s imi la r  f indings  s e e  Smith, 1983). We suspect  t h a t  the  lower l e v e l  of ever  

working reported f o r  spouses i s  a l s o  the  r e s u l t  of the  proxy having l e s s  

complete information about the  spouse. Respondents may no t  know o r  n o t  

remember t h e i r  spouse was employed e i t h e r  f o r  a s h o r t  dura t ion  o r  long ago 

(poss ib ly  even before they met).  

Overall ,  it appears t h a t  spouse repor t s  on bas ic  demographics produce 

2 
d i s t r i b u t i o n s  undist inguishable from se l f - repor ts .  The d i f fe rences  on labor  

force  s t a t u s  do n o t . r e s u l t  from the  lower accuracy of proxy repor t s ,  b u t  

r a the r  from two forms of non-response b ias .  Only on e t h n i c i t y  (and possibly 

ever worked) a r e  spouse r e p o r t s  c l e a r l y  i n f e r i o r ,  producing less complex 

representa t ions  of e thn ic  d i v e r s i t y  and probably undercounting the  proport ion 

of people with ances tors  from the  f i r s t  immigrant wave. Y e t  even i n  t h i s  

s i t u a t i o n  no d i f fe rence  appear on the  main e t h n i c i t y  of respondents and 

spouses. 

2 ~ n  addi t ion  a comparison of b ivara te  associa t ions  between respondent 
var iables  and spousal va r i ab les  showed no s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e rences ,  suggesting 
t h a t  random e r r o r  i s  not  g r e a t e r  among spouse repor t s  than se l f - repor ts .  



REPORT BY WSBANDS AND WIVES OF JOINT AND BOUSELIOLD CONDITIONS 

Next, we  examined how the  r e p o r t s  of husband and wives d i f f e r e d  on 

e i t h e r  j o i n t  o r  household va r i ab l e s .  In t h i s  comparison we a r e  n o t  eva lua t ing  

whether s e l f  - r epo r t s  d i f f e r  from proxy r e p o r t s ,  bu t  whether r e p o r t s  by 

husbands d i f f e r  from r e p o r t s  by wives on t h e  same a t t r i b u t e .  A s  above, t h i s  

comparison i s  n o t  done on the micro l e v e l ,  s i n c e  we do  n o t  have s e p a r a t e  

r e p o r t s  fo r  t h e  same couples ,  bu t  by aggrega te  l e v e l  comparison of t he  r e p o r t s  

of husbands and wives as a group. 

W e  f i r s t  examined whether i t e m  non-response d i f f e r e d  between husbands 

and wives. Only on one v a r i a b l e  o u t  of t h e  18 household / jo in t  v a r i a b l e s  d i d  

t h e  amount of missing information '  d i f f e r  s i g n i f i c a n t l y .  Wives were less 

l i k e l y  t o  r e p o r t  family income than husbands (91.7% vs. 94.7%). This 

d i f f e r e n c e  r e s u l t s  e n t i r e l y  from higher  d o n ' t  knows among wives. This 

probably r e f l e c t s  the lower l e v e l  of female labor  f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  and 

perhaps a r e luc t ance  among a p o r t i o n  o f  male breadwinners t o  d i s c u s s  their 

earn ings  with t h e i r  wives. (Women who d i d  not' g ive  income information a r e  

o l d e r ,  l e s s  involved i n  t h e  labor  fo rce ,  and more from t h e  South than women 

who gave fami ly  income.) 

Looking a t  t h e  subs t an t ive  response  t o  t h e  household / jo in t  va r i ab l e s  

we f i n d  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  on n ine  of 20 comparisons. Wives tend t o  

r e p o r t  s l i g h t l y  l a r g e  households than husbands. However s i n c e  t h e  a c t u a l  

information on household s i z e  is r epo r t ed  by an  informant  on t h e  household 

enumeration form who may no t  be t h e  respondent ,  we can n o t  c l e a r l y  c r e d i t  

t he se  d i f f e r e n c e s  t o  v a r i a n t  r e p o r t i n g  p a t t e r n s  of husbands and wives. Wives 

a l s o  r e p o r t  more ea rne r s  per household than husbands (1.69 vs. 1.64). We 

s u s p e c t  t h a t  t h i s  r e s u l t s  from husbands being more l i k e l y  t o  f o r g e t  par t - t ime 

or d iscont inued  employment by wives dur ing  t h e  prev ious  year. Conversely men 
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r e p o r t  more households having guns and hunters  than wives do. Since hunting 

and gun ownership a r e  heav i ly  concentrated among men, we  be l ieve  t h a t  wives 

a r e  probably f o r g e t t i n g  some ins tances  ( %  with hunter: husbands-35.2, wives- 

32.5; % with guns: husbands-57.2, wives-54.5). On income we g e t  mixed 

r e s u l t s .  For a 12 category income c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  employed from 1973 t o  1985 

and a 17 category c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  used s ince  1982 we f i n d  no notable 

d i f ferences .  But f o r  a 16 category s c a l e  used from 1977 t o  1981 men r e p o r t  

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  higher incomes than wives (mean ca tegor ies :  husbands-11.25, 

wives-10.84). Some two pa r tne r  in terv iew s tud ies  have a l s o  found a n e t  

tendency f o r  wives t o  r epor t  lower incomes than husbands, s o  w e  be l ieve  t h a t  

the re  i s  probably a r e a l  difference. One study (Haberman and Elinson, 1967) 

c r e d i t s  such d i f fe rences  t o  housewives repor t ing  take-home pay r a t h e r  than 

gross income and from wives underestimating t h e  income of husbands working on 

commission. 

F ina l ly ,  comparatively l a rge  d i f ferences  a r e  observed on two of the  

th ree  sub jec t ive  measures we included i n  the  analysis .  Wives a r e  more l i k e l y  

t o  r a t e  the  f ami l i e s  f i n a n c i a l  s i t u a t i o n  a s  average (60.9% vs. 51.5%) and less 

l i k e l y  t o  consider  t h e i r  marriages a s  very happy (64.1% vs. 67.2%). In each 

of these  cases respondents give t h e i r  subjec t ive  evaluat ion  of a family 

f i n a n c i a l  o r  mar i t a l  matter .  Thus, we would not  necessa r i ly  expect  t o  f i n d  

s imi la r  l eve l s .  While i n  the  aggregate the  marriages and incomes being 

evaluated represent  the  same universe, the  subjec t ive  evaluat ions  of the  

condit ion do n o t  have t o  match. (Simi lar ly  subjec t ive  ques t ions  about sexual  

in tercourse  tend t o  show more disagreement than ob jec t ive  f a c t s  about 

in tercourse ,  although these  too  seem t o  diverge because of s e l e c t i v e  

perception-Levinger, 1966 and Clark and Wallin, 1964). This f inding confirms 

previous ind ica t ions  t h a t  spousal  repor ts  tend t o  agree more on hard quest ions 

and vary more on s o f t  i tems (Ballweg, 1969 and Scanzo, 1965). 
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No d i f fe rences  a r e  found on s e v e r a l  of the age ca tegor ies  of household 

composition, home ownership, presence of telephone, r a c i a l  composition of 
3 

neighborhood, o r  s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i t h  family income. 

C(HJCLus1m 

Overal l  proxy repor t s  f o r  spouses were a s  accura te  a s  se l f - repor ts .  

S ign i f i can t ly  higher l e v e l s  of i t e m  non-response were found f o r  proxy repor ts ,  

but  the  l e v e l  of missing d a t a  was never the less  negl ig ib le .  Proxy repor t s  were 

probably s u f f i c i e n t  because the  a t t r i b u t e s  measured ( r e l i g i o n ,  education, 

occupation, etc .)  were major, bas ic  demographics. On the  one a t t r i b u t e  

( e t h n i c i t y )  t h a t  involved complex and less s a l i e n t  information, proxy repor t s  

proved t o  be l e s s  complete. Similarly,  r epor t s  of husbands and wives tended 

t o  diverge i n  two circumstances. On household a t t r i b u t e s  t h a t  the  husband was 

probably more knowledgable about and o r  more i n t e r e s t e d  i n  (guns, hunting, and 

family income) reports .  d i f f e r e d  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  (although i n  each case the 

discrepancies were not  l a rge ) .  And on sub jec t ive  evaluat ions  d i f fe rences  

appeared. 

When dealing with major, concrete a t t r i b u t e s ,  proxy repor t s  a r e  the  

preferable  method of d a t a  c o l l e c t i o n  because they a r e  a s  accura te  and l e s s  

cos t ly .  But when proxy repor t s  a r e  extended i n t o  complex and de ta i l ed  areas 

about which the  spouse has e i t h e r  super ior  knowledge o r  an unique perspective,  

proxy repor ts  a r e  less accura te ' than  se l f - repor ts .  

3 ~ d d i t i o n a l l y ,  a comparison of nine b i v a r i a t e  associa t ions  showed no 
notable d i f ference  between husbands and wives. 
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Table 1 

A Comparison of  Item Nonresponse from Se l f  and Spouse Reports 

a Missing P r o b a b i l i t y  

Labor Force S t a t u s  
S e l f  
Spouse 

Time o f  Day Worked 
S e l f  
Spouse 

Days Worked 
Se l f  
spouse 

T o t a l  Hours Worked 
S e l f  . 
spouse 

Occupation 
Se l f  
Spouse 

Indus t ry  
S e l f  
Spouse 

Ever Worked 
S e l f  
Spouse 

Years of Schooling 
Se l f  
Spouse 

Highest  Degree Earned 
Se l f  
Spouse 

Cur ren t  Rel ig ion  
Se l f  
Spouse 

P r o t e s t a n t  Denonmination (Curren t )  
S e l f  0.5 
Spouse 0.9 

Religon Raised 
Se l f  
spouse 

P r o t e s t a n t  Denomination (Raised)  
Se l f  0 7 
Spouse 1.3 
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Table 2 

A Comparison of Response Dis t r ibu t ions  from Self  and Spouse Reports 

Variables X 2  Probab i l i ty  Means T-Tes t Probabi l i ty  

Labor Force Sta tus  
Self 
Spouse 

Time of Day Worked 
Self  
Spouse 

Days Worked 
Self  
Spouse 

Tota l  Hours Worked 
Self  
Spouse 

Occupation 
Self  
spouse 

Pres t ige  
Self  
Spouse 

Industry 
Self  
Spouse 

Ever Worked 
Self  
Spouse 

Years of Schooling 
Self  
Spouse 

Highest Degree Earned 
Self 
Spouse 

Current Religion 
Self 
Spouse 

Protes tant  Denonmination (Current)  
Self 
Spouse 

Religon Raised 
Self 
Spouse 

Protes tant  Denomination (Raised) 
Self 
Spouse 

#Mentions of Ethnici  t y  ( 0- 3 
Self  
Spouse 
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Table 2 ( cont inued)  

A Comparison of Response D i s t r i b u t i o n s  from S e l f  and Spouse Reports 

Variables  2 x P r o b a b i l i t y  Means T-Tes t Probabi l i ty  

E t h n i c i t y  (Country) 
S e l f  
Spouse 

S = S i g n i f i c a n t  
NS = Not S i g n i f i c a n t  



Table 3 

A Comparison of Reports on Household and J o i n t  Variables 
by Husbands and Wives 

Variables P robab i l i ty  

Household s i z e  

# under 6 

# 6 t o  12 

# 13 t o  17 

# Adults 

# of Earners .006 

Income (12 Categories, 1973-1985) .1 55 

Income (16 Categories, 1977-1981) e033 

Income (17 Categories, 1982-1985) i080 

Homeowner s h i p  

Phone i n  home 

Gun Ownership 

Union member (R or Spouse) 

Hunter (R or  Spouse) 

Blacks l i v e  i n  neighborhood 

Blacks l i v i n g  c lose  

How c lose  a r e  Blacks 

Mari tal  Happiness 

S a t i s f a c t i o n  with family income 

Fami l y  r e l a t i v e  income rank 
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