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Validity of Work Histories
Obtained by Interview

Summary and Implications

Work histories for a period of at least five years were obtained
from 325 individuals by means of structured interviews. Work his-
tory items included job title and duties, starting and ending dates,
hours, starting pay and ending pay, kind of job training, promotions,
and reason for separation. Validity data on these same items were
obtained from employers by questionnaire. The validation procedure
consisted of determining agreement (within predetermined limits) of
interview data with employer data for each work history item. In-
valid interview data were categorized as to type of invalidity. The
influence of time, age, disability, education, occupation, and sex on
the validity of interview data and on the occurrence of different
types of invalidity was studied using chi-square analysis.

Following are the major findings:

1. The validity of work history information obtained by inter-
view was not very high. On only three of the eleven work history
items studied did the proportion of valid information exceed 70%.
On four items, 40% or more of the interview information was in-
valid.

2. The validity of the interview information varied from item
to item. The most valid information was reported for separation and
hours, the least valid for pay items. Information on job title and du-
ties, and length of job (which, with hours and pay items, are prob-
ably the most commonly used items) was valid in only about two-
thirds of the cases studied.

3. Time (period between termination of job and the interview)
was the factor which influenced validity most. For most items, val-
idity decreased as time between job termination and interview in-
creased. However, information for present job was no more valid
than for past jobs. ‘

4. Other factors (age, disability, education, occupation, and sex)
had minor and specific (to certain items) influence on validity.

5. The upgrading type of invalidity occurred more frequently
than the downgrading type. The ratio of upgrading to downgrading

1



MINNESOTA STUDIES IN VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION

varied from item to item, ranging from 5:1 for title and duties to 1:1
for ending date and pay increase.

6. Time, age, disability, education, occupation, and sex had minor
and specific (to item) effects on the occurrence of different types of
invalidity. '

Some implications of these findings are:

1. The use of interview-obtained work history information with-
out further verification is unwarranted, certainly for research pur-
poses, and for applied, that is, practitioners’ purposes as well. The
fact that over 90% of employers responded to the validation ques-
tionnaire should encourage the routine verification of interview-
obtained work history data.

2. Any discussion of validity of work history information can be
meaningful only in relation to a specified item. Furthermore, valid-
ity differences among items indicate those items (such as separa-
tion and hours) which perhaps may be used without verification,
and those (such as pay items) which especially require verification.

3. The influence of time on the validity of most items suggests
that memory is an important factor in producing invalidity of work
history information obtained by interview. However, the fact that
upgrading was observed more frequently than downgrading sug-
gests that memory distortion is not random, but rather, tends to-
ward the more socially desirable direction. Furthermore, the ab-
sence of significant changes in type of invalidity with time may mean
that the “social desirability” factor may be different and distinct
from the memory factor. Since distortion due to social desirability
was observed in a relatively “non-threatening” research situation,
it could be expected to occur, perhaps to an even greater extent, in a
more “threatening” selection situation, as in personnel interviews of
job applicants.

4, There is no evidence, from the present study, that characteris-
tics of the interviewee (such as age, disability, education, occupa-
tion, and sex) have any marked influence on the validity of work
history information or on the frequency of the different types of in-
validity. This finding offers no support to certain beliefs or expecta-
tions that the validity of work history information would be lower
for older workers, disabled workers or less educated workers, or
that these workers would tend to upgrade their work histories more
frequently than other workers.
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5. The same finding (i.e., absence of relationship between inter-
viewee characteristics and validity or frequency of type of invalid-
ity) permits wider generalizability for the major findings of this
study. However, it would be desirable to obtain additional evidence
concerning the lack of influence of these characteristics on validity.

A final methodological note: A comparison of the percentage of
agreement method of determining validity and the use of correla-
tional analysis showed different and even contradictory results (see
Appendix C, p. 41). Without debating the merits and demerits of
either method, the implication for the vocational rehabilitation re-
search worker is clear: Findings and therefore conclusions cannot
be separated from the methodology used. From this standpoint,
methodology is of primary importance.



Introduction

The Industrial Relations Center’s Vocational Rehabilitation Re-
search Laboratory is presently engaged in a five-year study of work
adjustment among the physically handicapped. The research plan
calls for the collection of data on several indicators of work adjust-
ment, the determination of relationships among these indicators, and
the determination of factors associated with the indicators. These
indicators were selected after a comprehensive review of the re-
search literature, which is reported in Bulletin X of the present
series.! :

One major set of indicators of work adjustment is to be found in
the work history of the individual. Work adjustment is reflected in
a person’s history of employment and unemployment. Promotions
and progression in wages are indicative of work adjustment. Data
on job shifts and reasons for job separation provide clues to the
manner in which the individual is adjusting to the world of work.

The paucity of studies on the validity of work history informa-
tion obtained by interview or through questionnaires has been noted
in Bulletin X. It is obvious that much more needs to be done by way
of such validation studies.? It is also just as obvious that if work his-
tory information is to be used as research data, as planned in the
present study of work adjustment, it is necessary to determine the
validity of such data. As an important by-product of validation
studies on work history information, it would be helpful for the
vocational counselor or rehabilitation worker to know how much re-
liance he can place on such information, since he may have to de-
cide on courses of action based in part on work history information.

This bulletin reports one such methodological study of the va-
lidity of work history information obtained by interview. As in a
pilot study reported in the present series,® the criterion of validity
used in this study was information furnished by the employer. The
study, then, involved a comparison of interview-obtained data with
data provided by the employer. The amount of agreement between

! Minnesota Studies in Vocational Rehabilitation: X. A Definition of Work Adjust-
ment. Bulletin 30, May, 1960.

2For examples of validation studies, see: Bancroft, Gertrude. Consistency of in-
formation from records and interviews. J. Amer. Statist. Assn., 1940, 35, 377-381; Keating,
Elizabeth, Paterson, D. G., and Stone, C. H. Validity of work histories obtained by inter-
view. J. appl. Psychol., 1950, 34, 6-11.

8 Minnesota Studies in Vocational Rehabilitation: V. Methodological Problems in
Rehabilitation Research. Bulletin 25, December, 1958,
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the two sets of data would indicate the validity of work history in-
formation obtained by interview.



Method

The sample:

The sample for the present study consisted of the first 325 per-
sons of the Work Adjustment Project sample for whom both inter-
view and employer data on work history were obtained. The Work
Adjustment Project sample was drawn from lists of known physi-
cally handicapped persons obtained from rehabilitation agencies and
hospitals in the Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan area.* Collection
of data on the Work Adjustment Project sample is still in progress.

Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the 325 persons in this
study based on information reported in the interview, with the ex-

Table 1. Characteristics of the sample

Characteristic N Per cent*

1. Sex: Male 261 80
Female 64 20

2. Age:®* below 30 118 36
30-44 123 38

45 and above 83 26

3. Education:® less than 12 years 130 40
12 years completed 119 37

more than 12 years 75 23

4. Occupation: white collar (D.O.T. 0 & 1) 116 36
blue collar (D.O.T. 4,56, & 7) . 104 32

unskilled and service (D.O.T. 2,3, 105 32

5. Disability: orthopedic and neurological ... 106 33
other disabilities® 137 42

no known disability 82 25

* Rounded off to the nearest whole number
b One individual did not furnish data

¢ Includes visual, hearing, cardiovascular, respiratory, neuropsychiatric, skin and
allergic, generalized and systemic, genito-urinary, and mental retardation disabilities.

ception of disability information. Disability classification in Table 1
was provided by the cooperating agencies and hospitals from which
the names of the persons were obtained.

The sample for the present study included 809 males and 20%
females. Mean reported age was 36.6 years, with a standard devia-

4+ Minnesota State DVR (main office and Minneapolis and St. Paul District Offices);
Minnesota State Employment Service; State Services for the Blind; University of Min-
nesota Hospitals Rehabilitation Center; Student Counseling Bureau, University of Min-
nesota; Hennepin County Welfare Board; Ramsey County Welfare Board; Fairview Hos-
pital (Rehabilitation Center), Goodwill Industries, Sister Kenny Institute (Physical
Medicine Department and Rehabilitation Center), Curative Workshop, Opportunity
Workshop, Inc., Salvation Army (Medical Services), Minneapolis Hearing Society,
Swedish Hospital, United Cerebral Palsy, Minneapolis; Jewish Vocational Service, Min-
nesota Association for the Deaf, St. Paul Rehabilitation Center. St. Paul.

6



VALIDITY OF WORK HISTORIES OBTAINED BY INTERVIEW

tion of 12 years. Mean reported education was 11.3 years, the stand-
ard deviation being 2.8 years. Reported occupations were categor-
ized into three major groups, “white collar,” “blue collar” (skilled
and semiskilled), and “unskilled and service.” This categorization
yielded three groups of about equal size. The orthopedic and neuro-
logical groups were the two largest disability groups, constituting
18 and 15 respectively of the sample.

The present sample differs somewhat from the sample of Minne-
apolis-St. Paul DVR counselees reported on in Bulletin IV of the
present series.® The present sample has proportionately fewer fe-
males (20% vs. 37.5% for the DVR sample). 1t is older (median age
of 34 years, compared with 21 years at acceptance and 23 years at
closure for the DVR sample). It has had more schooling (median
education of 12 years, compared with 10 years at acceptance for the
DVR sample). Proportionately more of the DVR sample were in
white collar jobs (54% vs. 36% for the present sample). However,
among those with disabilities in both samples, about the same pro-
portion had orthopedic and neurological disabilities (44% in the
present sample compared with 40 in the DVR sample).

Obtaining interview data:

The work history information used in this study was obtained in
a thirty-minute home interview with each individual in the sample.
The information obtained included data on job title and duties,
starting and ending dates, hours, starting and ending pay, kind of job
training, promotions, and reason for separation. A standardized in-
terview schedule was used (i.e., questions asked were worded in a
standard manner used uniformly by all interviewers). Answers to
the questions were entered on a standard form and recorded for each
job separately. Copies of the interview schedule and job record form
are included in Appendix A (p. 28).

Interviewers were graduate students and advanced undergradu-
ates with prior experience in interviewing. Each interviewer was in-
dividually trained in the use of the standardized interview form,
with emphasis placed on the nature of the information desired in an-
swer to each question (kind, amount, detail).

The work history interview covered a five-year period and at
least three jobs. Information was obtained on as many jobs as were

& Minnesota Studies in Vocational Rehabilitation: IV. A Study of 1,637 DVR Coun
selees. Bulletin 24, November, 1958
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necessary to account for a five-year period, and if this did not include
three jobs, the interview was continued until three jobs had been
accounted for (unless, of course, the interviewee had had less than
three jobs).

The work history interview started with present job and pro-
ceeded backwards through each previous job. Care was taken to ac-
count for all periods of time in the work history, including periods of
unemployment as well as periods when the individual was technical-
ly out of the labor force.

Each completed interview was carefully checked by a staff mem-
ber for completeness and comprehensibility. Incomplete interviews
(there were only two) were completed through telephone calls to
the persons concerned. Check interviews were made by telephone
on every tenth interview. Several questions asked in the interview
were asked again of every tenth individual drawn for the check in-
terview. A comparison was made between the two sets of data to
determine whether interviewers were falsifying interviews. No in-
stances of falsification were uncovered.

Obtaining validation data:

For each job reported by each individual in the sample, a ques-
tionnaire was sent to the employer® asking for the following items
of information: job title, job duties, starting and ending dates, hours,
pay rates (starting and ending), type and length of job training,
promotions and reason for separation. (See sample form in Appen-
dix A, p. 32.) The questionnaire was sent with a cover letter briefly
describing the nature of the project and soliciting the employer’s
cooperation.

To achieve maximum returns, unreturned questionnaires were
followed-up at weekly intervals. The first and third follow-ups were
post card reminders. The second follow-up included a copy of the
questionnaire, return envelope, and “reminder” letter.

It was not possible to obtain employer information for all jobs
held by the 325 individuals during the past five years (including
present job and/or the last three jobs). A total of 922 jobs were re-

¢ The address of each employer (on each job reported) was checked in telephone
directories and/or city directories for accuracy. Jobs in firms which were no longer in
business were eliminated from the study, as weve those jobs for which the interviewee
could not recall enough of the employer’s name to permit identification. The number
of jobs lost to the study as a result of these circumstances amounted to 14.97% of the
total number of jobs reported.
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ported in the interviews and employers could not be located for 137
jobs. Replies were received from 929 of the employers to whom
questionnaires were sent, but usable data were obtained for only
607 jobs.

It also was not possible to obtain employer information for all
work history items. As the Results section will show, information on
some items (such as job title and duties) was obtained for more jobs
and for more individuals than was the case for information on other
items (such as pay).

Defining validity:

As previously mentioned, “validity” in this study was defined as
the agreement of interview data with employer data (the criterion).
However, there remained the problem of setting the limits of “agree-
ment” which would operationally define “validity.” Determination
of these limits, in turn, would depend on the potential uses of these
data. ,

Work history information obtained through interviews is used
primarily in the vocational counseling and personnel fields. Practi-
tioners in these fields generally do not require, for their purposes,
that work history information be valid to the extent of exact agree-
ment between the individual’s statement and that of his employer.
It is obviously not too important to vocational counselors or per-
sonnel men, for example, that an individual misreports his monthly
salary by one dollar, or that an individual worked 41 hours per week
rather than the forty he reports, or that his job lasted 37 months
instead of 36 months. But how large a deviation from the exact cri-
terion can the vocational counselor or personnel man tolerate and
still consider the interview information valid?

After careful consideration of the probable uses of work history
data, the following definitions of validity were adopted for the
various items:

1. Title and duties—Validity for this item was defined as agree-
ment with the modal employer code? on the first three digits of the
Dictionary of Occupational Titles (D.O.T.) classification code. The
three-digit codings represent a practical compromise between the
impractical stringency of five-digit codes, and the relative meaning-

“*“Modal” codes meant complete agreement on all three digits by at least two of
the three coders.
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lessness of the one-digit code (for purposes of identifying a specific
job) 8
2. Starting date and ending date—Interview information was

classified as valid if it was within one month of the date reported by
the employer.

3. Length of job—Validity here seemed to depend on how long
the job actually lasted. For example, a deviation of one month has
much more significance if the job actually lasted three months than
if the job lasted for fifteen months. To allow for this notion of rela-
tive significance, a ten per cent range in either direction (i.e., ==10%/)
was allowed around the figure stated by the employer. That is, the
interview report had to be within plus or minus ten per cent of that
stated by the employer to be classified as “valid.”

4. Hours—For considerations of relative significance analogous
to those above, validity was defined as a plus or minus ten per cent
range around the data provided by employers.

5. Starting pay, final pay, pay increase—Similarly, validity for
these items was defined as being plus or minus ten per cent of the
employers’ figures.

6. Training, promotion, separation—Since these items were all re-
ported in categorical terms, rather than numerical (as were all pre-
vious items), validity was defined as exact agreement with employ-
er data.

The validation procedure:

Upon return of a completed questionnaire from the employer,
the two sets of data on a job (interview and employer data) were
entered on a comparison sheet (see Appendix A, p. 39). Data were
entered on the comparison sheet in exactly the way they appeared
on the interview schedule and employer questionnaire, with the ex-
ception of the open-end responses in the interview to questions on
training, promotion, and separation. These open-end responses were
classified according to the predetermined categories used in the em-
ployer questionnaire. (Needless to say, the open-end responses were
. categorized without knowledge of employer information on the part
of the staff members involved, in order to prevent contamination
from that source.)

8 Studies of coder agreement showed three-digit codings to be reliable enough for
use. See Appendix B, p. 40.
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