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Cognitive Interviews for the Wyoming
Department of Employment: testing a Job
Skills Questionnaire
1. Introduction
The Wyoming Department of Employment (WDOE), Research and Planning Section, enlisted the
Wyoming Survey & Analysis Center (WYSAC) to conduct ten cognitive interviews at various
locations throughout the state of Wyoming. The goal of these interviews was to test how well the
questions included in the Job Skills survey perform in achieving the intended purpose of this
instrument, which is to be used by the WDOE in the future; namely, to effectively yield the
information necessary to help educators and employment training organizations identify necessary
skills and develop curriculum to forge these skills in the labor pool.

2. Project Overview
Requirements for the project as laid out by the WDOE included that WYSAC conduct on-site, faceto-face interviews with ten Wyoming employers, chosen to represent a variety of business/employer
types. To ensure some measure of representativeness throughout the state, it was suggested that
WYSAC interview employers located in Laramie, Cheyenne, Casper, and Rock Springs. Also
required was that at least five of the employers have at least 50 employees. Recruitment began in
March, 2010 with these specific requirements in mind, and continued throughout the course of the
project.
WYSAC and the WDOE worked collaboratively to develop a list of target industries during
recruitment in order to achieve a sample of employers most representative of the likely employer
pool from which the WDOE would draw for their future data collection efforts. It was concluded
that WYSAC should target at least one construction company as well as one retailer of fewer than 10
employees. Also needed was a large construction company (more than 50 employees), as well as
employers in the education and healthcare fields.
A total of 10 cognitive interviews were conducted from March 31 to April 16, 2010. Among the
cities and towns included were those set forth in the original interviewing plan: Laramie (two
interviews), Cheyenne (two interviews), Casper (two interviews), and Rock Springs (one interview).
WYSAC was also able to secure interviews in two other Wyoming cities: Gillette and Rawlins, with a
single interview conducted in each.
The firms chosen represented a variety of industries and sizes, including:
•
•
•

A software/database company with 15 employees;
a hospital with around 150 employees;
a hotel/conference center with around 155 employees;
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a school district with around 2,400 employees;
a trucking company with 4 employees;
an energy co-op with 164 employees;
a printing company with 15 employees;
a construction company with 110 employees;
an educational facility with 250 employees;
a construction supply company with 4 employees.

The employer representatives interviewed from each company were involved in hiring, maintaining
employee records, and, in some cases, supervision of newly-hired workers. It was not uncommon
for those in small companies to have several roles, many of which were appropriate for participation
in the cognitive interview. Regardless of title or precise occupational description, all company
representatives involved in this project acknowledged that they would be the likely recipient of
WDOE correspondence such as the materials included in this study.

3. Methods
3.1. Recruitment
Recruitment phone calls to a variety of Wyoming employers for the cognitive interviews were
directed to Human Resources Departments, if available, and otherwise to individuals within the
businesses who are involved with hiring and/or employee records. Participation in the interview
process was requested and scheduled once contact was secured with the employer representative
most likely to read and interpret cover letters, and to ensure the completion and return of the Job
Skills questionnaire to the WDOE.

3.2. Data Collection
Data collection for the project included face-to-face cognitive interviews conducted by Michael
Dorssom and Thomas Furgeson, both WYSAC research scientists. The interview process included
written notes compiled during each interview. Per interview, one person would conduct the
interview while the other took notes, although the interviewer also took notes whenever possible.
Signed informed consent was secured from the interviewee before each interview. Informed consent
included an explanation to the respondent that their participation is voluntary and that their
responses are confidential.

3.3. Cognitive Interviewing and Guide Development
Cognitive interviewing for this project involved procedures designed to delve into the cognitive
processes that underlie the comprehension of and production of answers to items on the
questionnaire and accompanying materials. Because of the complexity of the themes explored, and
because the interviews were conducted as a psychologically-oriented method for empirically studying
the ways in which respondents mentally process and respond to the material, there was a departure from
the traditional question-answer sequence normally found in face-to-face interviewing. Most
guidelines for cognitive interviewing are built on one of two distinct paradigms: the Think Aloud
(Non-Intervening) model; or, alternatively, the Probing model.
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3.3.1. Think Aloud
In its purest form, the procedure for using the Think Aloud method of cognitive interviewing calls
for the interviewer to instruct the respondent to report what they are thinking as they answer survey
questions or “experience” the materials, and only intervene to remind the respondent to continue
thinking aloud. Data collected by these verbal reports can be useful in yielding “information about
how participants tend to retrieve memories,” which can be “used to develop questions that reflect
these retrieval strategies” (Beatty and Willis, 2007, p. 290). Such data are limited, however, when the
researcher is interested in more robust elements of questionnaire and question design.
3.3.2. Probing
Another procedure used in cognitive interviewing is to ask direct questions of the interviewee to
explore the survey response process. The probing-based paradigm allows for a wider variety of data
to be collected, specifically regarding respondent elaborations on how they obtained answers. Using
probes is helpful in generating “verbal material that questionnaire designers find useful, but may not
emerge unless a cognitive interviewer specifically asks for it” (Beatty and Willis, 2007, p. 294).
WYSAC used a combination of the Think Aloud and Probing methods of cognitive interviewing for
this project. This hybrid approach allowed us to collect the most useful data for analyzing whether
the questionnaire, in its current form, would yield data sufficient for the goals of the WDOE. The
following table presents probes developed in accordance with literature provided to WYSAC by the
WDOE. A four stage process was used to evaluate a question’s performance. The source literature
can be found as Appendix 7.5 to this report.
Table 1. Question-Response Process Area and Possible Probes

Question-Response Process
Area

Possible Probe
•

Comprehension

•
•

•

When reading the question (and answer choices), does the
necessary information about this specific job (new hire)
come to mind easily?

•
•

Is the question too sensitive for you to feel comfortable
answering?
Is it hard to make an estimate about xxx?

•
•

Do you feel that the answer choices are complete?
Would you ask this question differently?

Retrieval

Judgment

Response

As you read the question (and answer choices), are there any
terms you don’t understand?
Are there any concepts that are ambiguous?
How do you feel about the length and/or complexity of the
question?
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If the cognitive interview process staggered, the above probes helped to keep the interview moving
forward in the most helpful direction.
3.3.3. Interviewer Guide
In order to stay consistent with the intent of the cognitive interviews from one interview to the next,
both interviewers used a cognitive interview guide during the process as a means to organize notes
and to have access to the probes for each item. The guide itself was developed in accordance with
the dual paradigm approach to cognitive interviewing, using both Think Aloud and Probing
techniques as described above.
The interviewer guide document (Appendix 7.4) is made of a “Tips and Keys to Success” section, a
warm-up section, and the main body of the interview divided into sections according to the
individual elements of the questionnaire. The tips and keys to success that are offered to the
interviewer instruct on the basics of Think Aloud and Probing techniques, mostly as a reminder to
the interviewer to follow specific protocols for interviewing.
The warm-up instructs the interviewer on how to introduce thinking aloud to the interviewee.
WYSAC designed a warm-up question to ease the interviewee into the idea of saying out loud what
they are thinking as they mentally process or visualize a simple problem (in this case, the respondent
was asked to visualize and count the number of windows in their home, and to verbally describe
their experience in doing so).
Finally, the design of the main body of the interviewer guide includes a section each for the cover
letter, questionnaire (and each question), and the reminder letter. For each section within the main
body of the guide, there is space for written notes, as well as probes that can be used during the
interview.

4. Key Findings

This section addresses the input that was received from Wyoming businesses about the specific
survey items—namely, a cover letter, a survey instrument (questionnaire), and a reminder letter—
that the Wyoming Department of Employment plans to use in the future to collect employment
data. In the cases of the cover letter and reminder letter, input about each, as a whole, is synopsized.
For the survey instrument, each survey element (e.g., question, data entry field) is treated separately.
For all items, specific issues and input are presented immediately below each item, and these are
followed by our recommendations, if applicable, for possible improvement to the item.
Special attention has been paid to the items of the questionnaire that specifically address the
importance of job skills. Questions 6 through 11 ask the respondent to rate a series of job skills as to
their importance for a specific job. The WDOE is especially interested in whether these questions
will yield information to assist educators and employment training organizations identify critical
skills and develop informed curricula, which in turn will help employers to access the skilled labor
essential to their businesses. Following the treatment of each item in this section is a separate section
devoted to these specific “job skills” questions.
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4.1. Item 1: Cover letter
For this item, respondents were handed the cover letter and asked about their overall, initial
impression prior to actually reading the letter. In short, when the cover letter was presented,
employers were asked to not read the letter but to first glance at it and state their initial impression or
impressions. Respondents were then asked to read the letter and offer their thoughts and
impressions about the letter’s content. When necessary, probes were used to help guide the
respondent to elaborate on their thoughts regarding comprehension, retrieval, judgment, and
response.
4.1.1. Initial Impressions: Cover Letter, unread
Most respondents stated that their initial thoughts as they viewed the cover letter were that it looked
official, authoritative, and important (see Appendix 7.1). Several mentioned that the seal, letterhead,
and that the letter is from the Department of Employment caused them to impute importance to
the letter; these impressions lent the letter a certain gravity that requires attention (a few respondents
stated that correspondence from the WDOE is often received with some apprehension, as it often
involves claim issues). Some mentioned specifically that anything from “the feds” or from a state
agency deserves attention. The general attitude was that the letter would likely be read immediately
or would be provided to the most appropriate person as soon as possible.
At least one respondent had a strong reaction to the quality of the letterhead; we attribute this to a
possibly less-than-polished copy of the cover letter presented to the individual. However, it is
important to note that quality of presentation is important and could affect compliance.
While many respondents did say that they would immediately read the letter, some mentioned that
they may set it aside and read it later, or read it only when reminded. This, it is our impression, is
due to the perceived length of the letter. Many explicitly mentioned that the letter appears lengthy
and would require much up-front time to read (variously described as “long,” “too much to read if a
lot else to do,” and “busy”). Others mentioned, again for reasons of length, that they would be more
likely to skim the letter rather than read it outright, and some said they would skim the letter while
simultaneously looking at the questionnaire for reference. Several respondents did say specifically
that the letter should be shortened and crafted to address only the most germane issues about the
data collection effort.
Another issue about the cover letter that presented itself with some frequency is whether
participation in the survey is voluntary or mandatory, with some saying that this is the first question
they would seek to answer. Based upon this, it is our impression that the voluntary nature of the
data collection effort will decrease participation; one participant flatly stated that, as soon as it was
clear from the letter that this is a voluntary effort, the material would be discarded right away.
4.1.2. Cover Letter, read
Almost all respondents answered affirmatively to each of the following about the content of the
cover letter: that the survey’s purpose is clear; that the instructions for the questionnaire are clear; that
confidentiality is assured; and that appropriate contact information is provided for any questions that may arise.
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Overall, therefore, the cover letter delivers on the general criteria for effectively conveying the
purpose of the effort, and how to submit the data and who to contact with questions. Several
observations were otherwise made, however, and these include:
•

Regarding the opening paragraph: it could be more clearly worded, more to the point about
the purpose of the project, and could mention the survey right away. At least one respondent
stated that the first sentence was awkward in that it “jumped right in” to a description of the
project and was not a smooth introduction.

•

As was offered as a general impression of the cover letter prior to reading, some respondents
said that the letter was long and could be shorter in general; some also stated that the
language could be simpler (i.e., simpler words and simpler expressions could be used).

•

One respondent stated that the deadline for returning the survey was intimidating and might
increase reluctance to complete the questionnaire. Another stated that the phrase “inform
future policy choices” is awkward and unclear.

•

Several respondents stated that they appreciated the number of options for returning the
questionnaire, and some also indicated that the statement about random selection increased
their sense of obligation to participate.

•

A suggestion was made to use bold type for methods of questionnaire return and for the
deadline.

•

Many respondents expressed dislike for the listing of the Workforce Investment Act statute
number, describing it variously as “busy,” “cumbersome,” “heavy-handed,” and
“unnecessary” (the statute also needs appropriate section mark).

4.1.3. Recommendations, Cover Letter
Based on respondent input, the general recommendations for the cover letter are that it be
shortened, simplified, and that items of importance be emphasized.
On the first point (shortened), it was our observation that many respondents felt that a briefer
statement of purpose is in order for the first paragraph, and that the final paragraph could also be
more concisely expressed; a specific recommendation was to drop the specific statute citation. On
the second point (simplified), we observed that many felt that the level of language was somewhat offputting, and perhaps edging toward pompous (a cited example is the first sentence of the final
paragraph: “…broadly distributed to facilitate discussions among members of the community…”).
Much of the language seems to lend itself to simplification. On the final point—that certain
information be emphasized—participants seemed to want to be able to discern the necessary and
important information as rapidly as possible; specific recommendations are to emphasize methods
of submission, the due date, and the voluntary nature of the effort.
Participants universally expressed concern about their busy schedules, and how important it is that
communications be efficient. The above recommendations may increase the efficiency and
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effectiveness of communicating the WDOE’s project, and may increase compliance with the effort.
One final observation worth noting—and offered by a participant—is that recipients of the cover
letter will simultaneously be handling the questionnaire; having both in hand may make exhaustive
detail in the cover letter unnecessary, as the questionnaire itself will serve as a prop to inform them
about the effort.

4.2. Item 2: Questionnaire
For this item, respondents were handed the survey questionnaire (Appendix 7.2) and asked about
their overall, initial impression prior to actually reading the questionnaire. In short, when the
questionnaire was presented, employers were asked to not read it but to first glance at it and state
their initial impression or impressions. Respondents were then asked to go through the
questionnaire item-by-item and offer their thoughts and impressions about each item. When
necessary, probes were used to help guide the respondent to elaborate on their thoughts regarding
comprehension, retrieval, judgment, and response.
4.2.1. Initial Impressions: Questionnaire, unread
Most respondents indicated that their first impression was that the survey questionnaire looked
simple, unintimidating, short, and probably easy to complete. Among these respondents, the overall
impression was that it looked well organized and well laid out, and several specifically mentioned
drawing some comfort from the stated estimate of a ten-minute completion time. However, a
minority took a completely different view of the questionnaire and said that it looked lengthy,
complicated, and thought completing it would take a long time.
Specific suggestions from respondents based on the initial exposure to the questionnaire include: use
of color in the seal and in the shaded answer areas; and reducing the length of the instructions text.
One respondent expressed that the “Research & Planning” logo is unfamiliar, does not necessarily
tie in with the WDOE, and gives some pause as to the purpose of the project. More than one
respondent said they would like to see—and would more likely respond to—an online version of the
questionnaire.
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4.2.2. Questionnaire, individual items

Introduction/ instructions preceding question #1
Figure A: Instructions prior to question 1

Upon reading the introduction section to the questionnaire, the overwhelming majority of
respondents stated that the section is clear with regard to the questionnaire’s purpose, what is to be
done, that confidentiality is assured, and that the contact information is complete.
This being said, most respondents expressed dissatisfaction of some sort with this section. The most
general remark was that the information was redundant to that already conveyed by the cover letter,
and that much of it seems unnecessary. Regarding of formatting, some thought that the text is
crowded and that information gets easily lost, visually (specifically mentioned is the due date; it was
suggested that this be enlarged and or also placed in the footer of the first page). Also, it was stated
by at least one respondent that the continued mention of confidentiality begins to make the subject
intimidating and, again, it was stated that the statute citation seems unnecessary.
Two specific observations by respondents are of note for this item. First, one respondent stated that
there appears to be a contradiction between the cover letter stating that the business was randomly
selected, while the introduction in this section of a specific employee suggests that it was an employee
that was randomly selected. To this respondent, this is a contradiction that calls into question the
veracity of the cover letter. Second, the explicit printing in this section of the employee’s social
security number made one respondent concerned enough about confidentiality that he said he
would discontinue participating in the survey.

Question #1
Figure B: Question 1

Notable general impressions conveyed by respondents about question 1 were that it is clear and that
the required information is likely to be easily retrieved. Overall, our observations were that no
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participant had any difficulty navigating this question. Some did pause upon reading it and shared
the following: the introduction to the question (namely, the explanation about where the employee
data come from) is lengthy and unnecessary; the request for personal information gives one pause;
the impression created by mention of the Unemployment Insurance database creates the impression
that the referenced employee is no longer employed; and that the actual question (“Is this correct?”)
gets lost among the rest of the text and should be emphasized (e.g., bolded, capitalized).

Question #2a
Figure C: Question 2a

Most participants appeared to have no overt difficulty with this question, and most stated that they
found the question simple, and straightforward, and that the information would likely be easily
retrieved. At least a few respondents stated that they did have to read the question more than once,
and stated that the reason was specific date mentioned; in short, the data content of the question—
rate of pay—was easily comprehended—but the attachment of that data element to a specific date
caused some pause. One of these participants indicated that the questionnaire would likely be passed
off due to this level of specificity. Several participants identified the following issue with the
question: “rate of pay” generally means one fixed amount to them, but the required inclusion of
“tips, commissions…”, etc. means something different (one mentioned that bonuses are not included,
but are considered income, as well), often fluctuate in amount, and are therefore difficult to precisely
calculate.

Question #2b
Figure D: Question 2b

All participants reacted favorably to this question and indicated that it is straightforward, simple, and
easily retrieved.
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Question #3
Figure E: Question 3

Most participants had no problems comprehending this question, and all indicated that the
information would be easily retrievable. Regarding the answer choices: while all participants gave the
impression that they were easily understood and that they would have no difficulty answering, many
suggested that either, 1) the “other” answer space be substantially expanded or, 2) that the specific
answer choices be expanded to include: dental; vehicle allowances; vision; and perhaps that the
“Paid time off” category be expanded to differentiate between vacation time and sick time (or
specifically state that it is inclusive of both).

Question #4a
Figure F: Question 4a

Though all participants seemed to have no difficulty or issues with reading or comprehending this
question on their first pass, we observed that they reconsidered the question when contemplating
what to enter in the answer fields. When asked, some stated that the term, “occupation” is not
exactly clear, and wondered aloud if “title” or “job description” might be more appropriate. One
participant asked if this was requiring a description of the job, rather than the name of the job. It
appears somewhat vague to some participants. Regarding the answer field, some described them as
unattractive; cumbersome (would prefer to write the response freehand than each letter to a box);
and that the field may not be lengthy enough if a description is what is required.

Question #4b
Figure G: Question 4b

As with the previous question, most participants seemed to read this through smoothly and with
apparent ease; few made comments other than that it is easily comprehended. Also similar to the
prior question, though, is that when contemplating their answers, many referred back to the phrase
“most important” in the question and seemed to need clarification. One participant observed that
“most important” and “main” may not be one and the same (the example offered was that while a
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“main” duty may be to pass an item from one place to another, but that the “most important” duty
might be to be sure the person to whom it’s being passed is aware it’s coming; perhaps a hairsplitting distinction, but one that this participant cited as important). A definition of “most
important” was requested. At least one participant suggested that this is redundant to the occupation
question (if that one is descriptive and not a title), and another stated that these activities/duties
would be difficult to hierarchize for many positions and that, at any rate, the answer space is
inadequate.

Question #5
Figure H: Question 5

To a person, participants found this question straightforward and had little to offer by way of
comments. Suggested additions to the list of check-boxes are “High School diploma or GED,” and
“Experience equivalent to education.” One participant felt very strongly that the example provided
for the “Other” check-box was more confusing than helpful.

Introduction/ instructions preceding question #6 (page 2)
Figure I: Introduction/instructions preceding question 6 (page 2)

This presented itself as one of the more problematic items in the questionnaire. While we observed
few participants having trouble getting through or comprehending it (though one described it as
“busy and confusing”) the information contained in this section gave rise to several immediate
concerns. All of these concerns centered on the request that the questionnaire be passed along to a
supervisor for the certain series of questions.
The main issue cited was that passing the paperwork along to other hands would: be difficult to
arrange and inconvenient; shift the importance for immediate completion from high to low;
substantially reduce the likelihood that the questionnaire would be returned to them or to WDOE;
create confidentiality issues since the personal information would now be possibly passing through
several hands (interdepartmental mail was mentioned); and would create logistical problems in
coordinating mailing or otherwise returning the questionnaire.
The second issue of major concern was that passing the questionnaire off to a supervisor called into
question the veracity of the “10-minute” completion time cited in the questionnaire introduction.
Some called this a “contradiction,” a “red flag,” a “surprise,” and a “bait-and-switch.” All expressed
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disbelief that the questionnaire could be completed in ten minutes when they encountered this
section.
Most participants were very frank that they would not pass the questionnaire on to a supervisor, but
would either attempt to answer all of the questions themselves or leave those questions blank.
For the following seven questions (question 6 through question 12), comments about the
answer choices apply equally to each question; these comments follow all other commentary
and are marked with an asterisk (*). Of these universal comments, perhaps the most
important is that all of these items would receive a rating of no less than “4” (“Important”),
suggesting that the data yield would be questionable.

Question #6
Figure J: Question 6

This question seemed to be very straightforward and clear to all participants. One point of
confusion mentioned by more than one participant is that the heading for this section/page of the
questionnaire is, “Employee Skills,” but that the questions immediately start off asking about the
job, not the employee. Suggestion is that “this job” could be bolded.
*Suggestion by participant: Answer choices should be on a scale of “most” to “least,” because
having “Very” at each end is confusing.
* Suggestion by participants: The answer choices are too finely defined (i.e., it is difficult to
discriminate between “Important” and “Very important” for many of these items.
* Most participants: There would never be a job for which this item would ever rate below a “4.”

Question #7
Figure K: Question 7

Of all Job Skills questions, this one resulted in the highest numbers of observations by us of
confusion on the part of participants. We observed that they often read, then re-read the question;
almost invariably they then asked what is meant by the term “coordination.” Many initially
interpreted this as physical coordination, and many also stated that the parenthetical definition did
little to clarify the term. Some suggested, “adaptability,” or team-oriented terms. With very few
exceptions, participants found the term “coordination” confusing and unclear.
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*Suggestion by participant: Answer choices should be on a scale of “most” to “least,” because
having “Very” at each end is confusing.
* Suggestion by participants: The answer choices are too finely defined (i.e., it is difficult to
discriminate between “Important” and “Very important” for many of these items.
* Most participants: There would never be a job for which this item would ever rate below a “4.”

Question #8
Figure L: Question 8

This question was universally well-received. All participants read through smoothly with no
indications or comments that they had any difficulty comprehending the question.
*Suggestion by participant: Answer choices should be on a scale of “most” to “least,” because
having “Very” at each end is confusing.
* Suggestion by participants: The answer choices are too finely defined (i.e., it is difficult to
discriminate between “Important” and “Very important” for many of these items.
* Most participants: There would never be a job for which this item would ever rate below a “4.”

Question #9
Figure M: Question 9

As with the preceding question, this question was universally well-received, and all of observations
indicate ease of comprehension.
*Suggestion by participant: Answer choices should be on a scale of “most” to “least,” because
having “Very” at each end is confusing.
* Suggestion by participants: The answer choices are too finely defined (i.e., it is difficult to
discriminate between “Important” and “Very important” for many of these items.
* Most participants: There would never be a job for which this item would ever rate below a “4.”
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Question #10
Figure N: Question 10

With this question, we observed that several participants had to read the question more than once.
Several stated that the parenthetical definition was necessary to understand the term, though at least
one participant found the language of the definition to be unnecessarily “highbrow.”
*Suggestion by participant: Answer choices should be on a scale of “most” to “least,” because
having “Very” at each end is confusing.
* Suggestion by participants: The answer choices are too finely defined (i.e., it is difficult to
discriminate between “Important” and “Very important” for many of these items.
* Most participants: There would never be a job for which this item would ever rate below a “4.”

Question #11
Figure O: Question 11

While most participants were observed to read through this question without discernible difficulty,
and few mentioned more than it is clear and easily understood, some did have issues with this item.
Those that did need the parenthetical definition to understand the term stated that it helped only a
little and could be stated in clearer language. At least two participants questioned whether this item
is materially different from the previous question (“active learning”).
*Suggestion by participant: Answer choices should be on a scale of “most” to “least,” because
having “Very” at each end is confusing.
* Suggestion by participants: The answer choices are too finely defined (i.e., it is difficult to
discriminate between “Important” and “Very important” for many of these items.
* Most participants: There would never be a job for which this item would ever rate below a “4.”
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Question #12
Figure P: Question 12

It was observed that participants initially read through this question easily, but nearly all expressed
having problems with the question and answer choices. First, the scale was noted by several
participants to be incongruent with the question (the question asks for a satisfaction rating, but the
scale is an importance scale). The concerns about this question that were expressed by participants
have to do with confidentially and clarity of the question.
Regarding the former (confidentiality): many stated that this is too personal and too sensitive a
question, since it is asking directly about an assessment of the employee’s quality. Many also stated
outright that they would not answer this question. Regarding the latter (clarity): some stated that the
term “work skills” is unclear, even with the parenthetical definition. More importantly, perhaps, is
that several participants were confused by the question itself, and stated they were unsure what was
being asked. The question asks the respondent to rate their own satisfaction with an employee’s
skills. It was suggested that this would be far clearer (if indeed this is what is being asked) if the
question was phrased more plainly (e.g., “What is your level of satisfaction with…?”). As written,
this question confused many participants.
Also unclear to one participant was whether this question was about the employee’s skills, or how
the employee uses the skills. Further, it was noted that this question is another shift back to the
individual after a string of questions about the position.
*Suggestion by participant: Answer choices should be on a scale of “most” to “least,” because
having “Very” at each end is confusing.
* Suggestion by participants: The answer choices are too finely defined (i.e., it is difficult to
discriminate between “Important” and “Very important” for many of these items.
* Most participants: There would never be a job for which this item would ever rate below a “4.”

Question #13
Figure Q: Question 13

Though most participants stated that this question is clear, many had observations about the
question. Issues expressed include that it would be very difficult, for most positions, to name a
single, most important skill (one participant asked, “What if this position is ‘professor’? What skill
could I name?”); that this is redundant to question 4b; and that it is unclear if this is about a specific
learned skill or possibly about “people skills.” As with similar questions, some participants expressed
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displeasure with the letter-entry boxes and stated that they would prefer to write long-hand. Again,
this question is a switch back to the job from a question about the employee.

Question #14
Figure R: Question 14

Many participants were observed to read this question many times over, and several stated as they
read it that it did not “flow” with the rest of the questionnaire up to this point. All participants
stated that they were confused by the question—both in regard to its incongruence with the rest of
the questionnaire, and as to what it is asking; nearly all said that they felt unable to answer the
question. Some of the comments include, “Non-sequitur,” “Out of synch,” “Incongruent and odd
question,” “Off on its own,” “Left-field question,” and, “Difficult to understand AND to answer.”
Those who did not state outright that they would not try to answer the question expressed concern
that coming up with an answer would difficult and time-consuming.

Question #15
Figure S: Question 15

All participants were observed to get through this question easily and many stated that it was clear,
but some noted that, again, they have to shift from thinking about the job to thinking about the
employee. One participant stated that this should be the very first question on the questionnaire;
several noted that the “Don’t know” answer choice seems unnecessary.

Question #16
Figure T: Question 16

Nearly all participants were observed to react well to this item. Most stated that they would be
willing to provide their information and stated that they assumed the reason had to do with
questionnaire follow-up by the WDOE. One participant did express concern that he would end up
“on some list.”
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Question #17
Figure U: Question 17

There was little reaction about this survey item, though a few participants expressed appreciation
that the WDOE made this option available.

4.3. Item 3: Reminder Letter
4.3.1. Initial Impressions: Reminder Letter, unread
Similarly with the cover letter, virtually all of the respondents felt that the reminder letter (Appendix
7.3) conveyed authority and importance, appeared appropriately official, and would capture their
attention. Most immediately appreciated how brief the letter looks, and stated that they would likely
look it over right away rather than set it aside. Some specific comments included that a high-quality
paper and letterhead graphic would be respectful of the reader; that some emphasis (e.g., bolding
and/or larger font) that this letter is specifically a reminder would be helpful to get the point across;
and that including another copy of the questionnaire might be helpful in motivating employers to
complete and return it.
4.3.2. Reminder Letter, read
Many respondents stated that the reminder letter was a better statement of the overall project than
was the cover letter; in short, the reminder letter was generally viewed as being more concise. One
respondent stated that, in fact, only the first paragraph of the reminder letter is necessary, while
another suggested that the letter need not restate the survey’s purpose but only serve as a reminder.
Others stated that the language could be gentler, as the current text seems slightly accusatory and
puts the respondent on the defensive; that it would be helpful to bullet or bold-font “within two
weeks,” so that it receives proper attention; and that the letter more obviously emphasize that it is a
reminder and not a stand-alone letter.
4.3.3. Recommendations, Reminder Letter
Overall, reception of the reminder letter was positive, and most respondents expressed a willingness
to read it. The major recommendation is to keep it as brief and concise as possible. Most expressed a
preference—for this letter and the cover letter—for brevity and clarity, and for the main points of
the letter (namely, that it is a reminder and that the questionnaire should be returned in two weeks)
to be more visible/emphatic.

4.4. Job Skills Items Discussion (questions 6 through 11)
Questionnaire items 6 through 11 ask the respondent to rate a series of job skills as to their
importance to a specific position within an employer’s business. The WDOE is interested in
whether the information collected by way of these job skills questions will provide the information
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necessary to help educators and employment training organizations identify necessary skills and
develop appropriate and informed curricula.
Many of the specific issues with these questions have already been addressed above in the sections
for each question. Most commonly observed during the cognitive interviewing was reluctance by
interviewees to handing off the questionnaire to a supervisor, or that obtaining the requested
information would require far longer than the 10 minutes mentioned in the instructional text. One
interviewee’s first comment upon reading the instructional text before question 6 was, “This is a
surprise, [it’s] not mentioned in the letter.” These types of issues can be addressed with simple
modifications to the questionnaire, such as changing the instructional text to be more frank about
the required time, and/or better preparing the respondent for the upcoming task.
Also an issue for many respondents was the shifts in subject, which begins at question 6, from
employee-specific questions to job-specific questions. Upon reading the instructional text for the
job skills question, one respondent began expressing distress about rating how well his employee
does at his or her job. When it was explained that they were, in fact, supposed to be thinking of the
position in general, the interviewee mentioned that they were “still thinking about the employee
from the other side” of the questionnaire. Many more interviewees noticed these shifts and
mentioned that they were off-putting and made the questionnaire difficult to navigate.
Most problematic are the issues regarding the types of job skills addressed in the questionnaire (e.g.,
reading comprehension, coordination, and so on). Generally, many felt that the named skills themselves
were overly broad or too elementary to yield very interesting data. In every interview, it was noted
that the skills were universally valuable. After reading through this set of questions, one interviewee
asked, “When would these ever be unimportant?” Sentiments such as this were common, and cause
us to question the value of the data from these questions. In short, all of these job skills will be rated
as important; it therefore seems reasonable to assume that these specific skills will be of value.
Perhaps questions addressing specific other skills—such as questions tailored to the particular job in
question per questionnaire—would be more useful.
Some interviewees did suggest the design of several industry-specific questionnaires instead of a
single all encompassing set of questions for the job skills. One respondent commented that the
“specifics of a position are not included,” and that the results of this study would be of “no value to
my company unless there were an industry type questionnaire.” Another commented that “these
[job skills] don’t mean anything to me because they are too broad,” and that, in general, “these
categories are not specific enough.” It may yield more useful data to design a set of job skill
questions focusing on specific skills for different industries. As these questions are, they are unlikely
to yield useful data, and it is safe to say that all employers will think of the list of skills currently
included in the questionnaire as important or very important.
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5. Conclusions
It is important to note that in terms of comprehension and retrieval, the cognitive interview process
did not uncover many serious issues. With a few notable exceptions, the cover letter, questionnaire,
and reminder letter were generally understood. Terms used in the materials were understood,
concepts were not noted as ambiguous, and complexity did not seem to be a barrier to successfully
answering questions. Also, for the most part, the answer choices felt complete to the respondent,
and suggestions for asking questions differently were not common.
There were a few standout issues, however, as addressed in the key findings. In almost every
interview, the participant mentioned that handing off the questionnaire to a direct supervisor of the
employee in question is problematic. Another common sentiment was that the skills mentioned in
questions 6 through 11 are too general and too universally valuable to make for meaningful data
about the importance of these skills to employers (i.e., all will be generally rated as important, which
yields little information with regard to policy). It was also noted by many participants that the shift
from employee-specific questions to job-specific questions, and back again, was incongruent,
confusing, and interruptive of the flow of the survey instrument. Finally, participants noted that
question 14 (the “green” question) was something of a non-sequitur and felt out of place in the
questionnaire.
Again, though, participants in all cognitive interviews were positively responsive to the interview
process and had little difficulty in thinking aloud or responding to probes. In fact, most found the
process to be a meaningful way to offer feedback. Most participants were generally attentive to the
materials and supportive of the WDOE’s data collection effort. The brevity of the survey was noted
and appreciated by all participants. All participants, likewise, expressed a clear understanding of the
purpose of the job skills data collection project. The cover letter was uniformly described as
“official,” though lengthy. Most participants appreciated being asked if they would like to receive
the results of the study.
It is important to note that, in general, the results of the cognitive interviews were consistent across
all industry types and company sizes.
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7. Appendices
7.1. Cover Letter
Figure 7.1. Cover letter to accompany survey instrument
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7.2. Survey Questionnaire
Figure 7.2. Questionnaire, Page 1
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7.3. Reminder Letter
Figure 7.4. Reminder letter
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7.4. Interviewer Guide
Figure 7.5. Interview Guide, Page 1
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Figure 7.9. Interview Guide, Page 5
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Figure 7.10. Interview Guide, Page 6
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Figure 7.11. Interview Guide, Page 7
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Figure 7.12. Interview Guide, Page 8
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Figure 7.13. Interview Guide, Page 9
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Figure 7.14. Interview Guide, Page 10
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Figure 7.15. Interview Guide, Page 11
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Figure 7.16. Interview Guide, Page 12
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Figure 7.17. Interview Guide, Page 13
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Figure 7.18. Interview Guide, Page 14
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Figure 7.19. Interview Guide, Page 15
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Figure 7.20. Interview Guide, Page 16
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Figure 7.25. Interview Guide, Page 21
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Figure 7.30. Interview Guide, Page 26

Cognitive Interviews, Job Skills Questionnaire Testing, WDOE

53

WYSAC, University of Wyoming
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