Memorandum
Date: 	February 24, 2026 

To:	Office of Management and Budget
From:	Emilda Rivers, Director
	National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics
	U.S. National Science Foundation
Via:  	Suzanne Plimpton, Reports Clearance Officer
	U.S. National Science Foundation
Subject:	Request for approval to conduct cognitive interviews for a potential integrated survey to measure science and engineering workforce pathways 

[bookmark: _Toc39493778][bookmark: _Toc198822478]The National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics (NCSES) requests approval to conduct cognitive interviews under the generic clearance for improving survey projects (OMB control number 3145-0174). NCSES plans to conduct up to 60 cognitive interviews across three rounds to test questions in both English and Spanish for a potential integrated survey measuring workforce pathways of the nation’s scientists and engineers. The goal of these interviews is to test proposed new and revised questions developed as part of NCSES’s data modernization effort that aims to increase efficiencies by integrating three existing NCSES workforce surveys—the National Training, Education and Workforce Survey (NTEWS), the National Survey of College Graduates (NSCG), and the Survey of Doctorate Recipients (SDR). Additionally, NCSES will test questions newly translated into Spanish for this potential survey. The tested changes will inform the final questionnaire that would be used for the potential 2027 data collection. 
Background 
As mandated in 42 USC 1862p, NCSES has the responsibility to "collect, acquire, analyze, report, and disseminate statistical data related to the science and engineering enterprise." Historically, NCSES has met this mandate by conducting three surveys that collect data on the workforce pathways of the nation's population – the NTEWS, the NSCG, and the SDR. NCSES uses these data to produce two congressionally mandated reports, as described in 42 USC 1863(j)(1) ("Indicators of the State of Science and Engineering in the United States") and 42 USC 1885(d) ("Statistical information on Individuals in Science and Engineering").
NCSES is currently leading a modernization effort to assess the feasibility of integrating these three surveys to introduce cost efficiencies and reduce respondent burden while continuing to uphold its statutory requirements. The potential integrated survey will provide descriptive data on the employment, education, and training of the U.S. adult population, with an emphasis on the science and engineering workforce, the skilled technical workforce, and other policy topics relevant to the science and engineering enterprise. By integrating content from three existing surveys, the questionnaire for the potential integrated survey will cover a wide range of workforce pathways topics, including postsecondary, non-degree training and credentials, career trajectories, job responsibilities and requirements, postsecondary degrees, and earnings. This potential survey is proposed to be offered in both English and Spanish.
Attachments 1 (English version) and 7 (Spanish version) are the questionnaires for the potential integrated survey, which primarily draws on questions from the NTEWS, NSCG, and SDR.  NCSES is also exploring an additional 44 questions for the possible inclusion in the final questionnaire (see the "Proposed New Survey Questions" list below). The proposed new questions are based on NCSES’s statutory requirements,[footnoteRef:3] Administration priorities,[footnoteRef:4] and other policy needs. Wherever available, the language from the NTEWS questionnaire has been used as the basis for the potential survey. Where questions from the NSCG or SDR are used or new questions drafted, they have been worded to be appropriate for a general population audience. NSCG and SDR are offered in English only; therefore, questions originating from those two surveys will be translated into Spanish for the proposed integrated survey. In addition, some questions have been slightly revised to maximize consistency and flow within the new questionnaire. [3:  42 USC 1862p, 42 USC 1863(j)(1), and 42 USC 1885(d)]  [4:  https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/FY27-OMB-OSTP-RD-Priorites-Memo-FINALSIGNED.pdf] 

PROPOSED NEW SURVEY QUESTIONS
The potential survey questions are organized under the four general topics below. For each item, a variable name (in capital letters) and a description of the change are provided. 
EMPLOYMENT
· WADATA/WAMGMT: Two new activities were added to the series, including “collecting, analyzing, or editing data or information” and “strategic and organizational planning”. (2 new questions)
· WARD: A question on whether the individual works in R&D and their R&D role was added to the integrated survey. (1 new question)
· CET series: A series of questions on Critical and Emerging Technologies (CET) was added to the integrated survey. These questions measure whether an individual’s main job is in one of nine CET areas. (9 new question)
· WRKTP: This new question determines whether an individual’s main job is permanent or temporary. (1 new question)
· EARNINGSTP: This new question asks what unit the individual prefers for reporting earnings (hourly, weekly, etc.). This unit is then used in the following question that collects data on earnings from wages and salary. (1 new question)
CERTIFICATIONS AND LICENSES
· CLICLOAN/CLICOWE/CLICMPY: These new questions collect information on borrowing, debt, and monthly payments owed for financing the completion of certifications and licenses. (3 new questions)
DEGREES AND CERTIFICATES
· ADDLDEG: This new question collects information on the number of degrees an individual has received in addition to their highest degree. (1 new question)
· DGMPY: This new question collects information on the amount of monthly payments on student loans for undergraduate and graduate degrees. (1 new question)
· VOCLOAN/VOCOWE/VOCMPY: These new questions collect information on borrowing, debt, and monthly payments owed for financing the completion of vocational certificates. (3 new questions)
DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS
· RACE_ETH: To align OMB Statistical Policy Directive No. 15 (SPD15) on Race and Ethnicity Data Standards, a new race and ethnicity question with the minimum categories only replaces the previous questions on race and ethnicity. (1 new question)
· SR1/SR2/SR3 series: A series of questions was added to collect information from U.S.-trained PhDs on leaving and returning to the U.S. (13 new questions)
· DIFVISION/DIFANXIETY series: A series of questions was added to collect information on difficulty seeing, hearing, feeling anxious, etc., to align with international standards. This replaces the DIFSEE series from previous questionnaires. (8 new questions)
For exact question wording, the source of the survey questions content, and justification of adding the proposed new questions, please see Attachments 6 (English) and 12 (Spanish) – the Cognitive Interview Protocols. NCSES is in the process of reviewing proposed revisions to the questions. All questions, particular those involving major changes, are not final and remain subject to further review and modification. 
The next phase of this modernization and survey integration effort is to conduct three rounds of cognitive interviews to assess how well the potential new and revised questions perform—that is, whether respondents understand the questions according to their intended meaning and whether respondents can provide accurate answers based on that intent.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Office of Management and Budget. (2016). Standards and Guidelines for Cognitive Interviews (OMB Statistical Policy Directive No. 2 Addendum). Executive Office of the President. ] 

Cognitive testing has been conducted for the three existing NCSES workforce surveys in the past.[footnoteRef:6] The objective of the current cognitive interviews is to collect and analyze qualitative data from people who fall into the target population for the proposed integrated survey that evaluate respondents’ understanding of the concepts and language used in the potential new, revised, and/or newly translated questionnaire questions, whether they find them difficult to answer, and whether they are able and willing to provide accurate responses. The primary deliverables from this study will be recommendations for which questions should be revised and how they should be worded to elicit valid measurement. A full cognitive testing report will also be delivered.   [6:  2023 NSCG Cognitive Testing: https://www.reginfo.gov/public/do/PRAViewIC?ref_nbr=201909-0607-002&icID=250627; 2022 NTEWS See Appendix N Cognitive Testing: https://www.reginfo.gov/public/do/PRAViewICR?ref_nbr=202109-3145-001;
; and 2022 NSCG and SDR Cognitive Testing of Retirement Questions: https://www.reginfo.gov/public/do/PRAViewIC?ref_nbr=201905-3145-003&icID=254615.
] 

The interviews will focus on:
· Identifying cognitive issues (e.g., comprehension, retrieval, judgement, mapping to response options) for revised questions in English and Spanish. The focus will mainly be:
· Language accessibility and cognitive issues for questions that are newly being asked of the general population rather than the target population for one of the three existing surveys, such as the NSCG’s efforts to measure the college-educated population. 
· Cognitive issues for questions that are new or have been slightly revised or moved to a different section or placement within the questionnaire.
· For Spanish speakers only: Identifying cognitive issues for questions that are newly translated to Spanish and to ensure the question is understood as intended in Spanish with a focus on workforce terminology that may not be common language.
[bookmark: _Toc39493779][bookmark: _Toc198822479]Study Design and Methods
[bookmark: _Toc156573816]Study Design
There will be three rounds of interviews, during which NCSES plans to use both concurrent and retrospective probing approaches to test a selection of questions that are new, have been revised, or translated. For Round 1, NCSES plans to test the questionnaire submitted as Attachments 1 and 7 (English and Spanish) and refine questions from Round 1 to test a revised questionnaire for Round 2. For the final round of testing, Round 3, NCSES intends to have a revised questionnaire based on the findings from Round 2. Round 3’s questionnaire is expected to inform the final content for a proposed 2027 administration. Questions that still need further research after Round 3 will not appear in the proposed 2027 data collection effort, and NCSES will continue to research questions that measure and function as intended for a general population survey.
To keep the interview length at no more than an hour, NCSES will:
· Prioritize new and substantially revised items for probing (summarized in the table below)
· Prioritize items that had not been previously presented to the full study population for the integrated survey. For example, items on supervision of employees have not been asked of the skilled technical workforce (sub-baccalaureate population). This item will be a priority for probing for respondents in this subgroup.
· Optionally probe on the items that are the same or only slightly revised from the original. Respondents will read and answer these questions and will be probed only if their answer or reactions to the item reveal a potential issue (e.g., answer not consistent with previous responses, hesitation, asking for clarification).
· Test the vocational certificate and licenses/certifications section primarily on respondents who are not working. Non-working respondents have a shorter path through the questionnaire and can be probed on these sections within the one-hour interview.  
· Test the education section with fewer respondents and focus on select items that are new or more substantially revised. The questions are based primarily on items in the NSCG (but also draws on NTEWS/SDR) with relatively few revisions or new items added.
Methods
Interviews will be conducted with adults aged 18 or older who reside in the United States and are not enrolled in high school. PhD recipients who were trained in the United States but who reside in a foreign country are also eligible to participate (in alignment with the SDR’s target population). NCSES contractors will recruit using the scripted communication materials (Attachments 3 and 9 in English and Spanish) and conduct the cognitive interviews. The primary recruitment source will be the AmeriSpeak panel. As a probability-based panel, AmeriSpeak can be used to identify participants with a broad range of characteristics, from those with postsecondary workforce credentials to those with doctoral degrees, and across a broad spectrum of occupations in science and engineering who express their interest in participating in a cognitive interview for the integrated survey. The AmeriSpeak Omnibus Survey is fielded twice a month. See Attachments 2 and 8 for the AmeriSpeak questionnaire in English and Spanish, respectively. The Omnibus Survey is fielded to 1,000 individuals each round. Respondents who are interested in participating must opt in and agree to be contacted for the cognitive interviews. While it is anticipated that about 300 AmeriSpeak participants per round will express interest in the cognitive interviews, only those respondents meeting recruitment goals will be contacted via the phone number or email address they provided in the Omnibus Survey and scheduled for an interview.
The AmeriSpeak panel recruitment will be supplemented with additional recruiting using multiple sources, including Craigslist ads, social media, existing relationships with Hispanic and Spanish-speaking organizations and communities, and personal and professional contacts. Example recruitment advertisements and emails are included in Attachments 3 and 9. Interested individuals recruited via ads and contacts will be asked to complete a screening questionnaire via phone or email (see Attachments 4 and 10, English and Spanish respectively). If the individual is eligible for the study and fulfills recruitment goals, the contractor will schedule an interview immediately upon completing the screener or reach out via participants’ preferred method of communication—as reported in the recruitment screener (email, phone call, or text message)—to schedule the interview and will follow up with a reminder email the day before the interview. 
Employees of the agencies conducting the research will be excluded from participating. In addition, NCSES has developed recruitment goals for three key participant characteristics: 
· Education level, including non-degree credentials
· Language (Spanish vs. English)
· Employment status
In addition to these characteristics, NCSES will aim for a mix of participants who also vary along the following characteristics:
· Race and ethnicity 
· Sex
· Urbanicity
· Region
To adequately test the potential new, revised, and translated questions within schedule, it is necessary to distribute the 60 cognitive interviews among participants who represent the primary experiences of the target populations for the questions (e.g., U.S. workers with various education levels: sub-baccalaureate, baccalaureate, or doctoral) as well as the predominant Spanish language backgrounds encountered within the U.S. population. To that end, the study will include 40 interviews conducted in English and up to 20 interviews conducted in Spanish. Table 1 provides the target distribution of participant characteristics by interview language. 
Table 1: Target distribution of cognitive interview participants by key recruitment characteristics and language
	Participant characteristics*
	Round 1
	Round 2
	Round 3
	Total

	
	English
	Spanish 
	English
	Spanish
	English
	Spanish
	

	Education
	13
	7
	13
	7
	14
	6
	60

	Less than a bachelor’s degree
	5
	4
	5
	4
	5
	3
	26

	Bachelor’s or master’s degree
	5
	3
	5
	3
	5
	3
	24

	Doctorate or professional degree
	3
	0
	3
	0
	4
	0
	10

	Employment status
	13
	7
	13
	7
	14
	6
	60

	Working (paid employee or self-employed)
	8
	4
	8
	4
	9
	3
	36

	Not working (laid off or not looking)
	3
	2
	3
	2
	3
	2
	15

	Retired
	2
	1
	2
	1
	2
	1
	9

	Total
	13
	7
	13
	7
	14
	6
	60


*Note: These are the target characteristic breakdowns. It is not guaranteed they will be met exactly by the conclusion of the cognitive interviews.
[bookmark: _Toc39493780]The integrated survey’s instrument will be programmed in Qualtrics. The interviewer will share screens with the respondent during the interview, allowing the respondent to view the survey. The respondent will be asked to read aloud and state their answers aloud while the interviewer enters their answers into the programmed instrument. Having the interviewer maintain control of the screen allows them to pause for probing as needed and to advance to the next question after probing is complete. For questions or sections of the survey that are not new or substantially revised, the interviewer will ask the respondent to read the questions silently and only provide their response aloud to reduce respondent burden.
Techniques include asking concurrent and retrospective probing questions to clarify points and responding to scenarios. In these interviews, probes will be used to:
· Verify participants’ interpretation of the question (e.g., asking for specific examples of a scenario);
· Check participants’ understanding of the meaning of specific terms or phrases used in the questions (e.g., asking the participant what a term means to them); and
· Identify experiences or concepts that the participant did not think were covered by the questions but that NCSES considers relevant (e.g., missing terms that they would use to talk about themselves or their experience).
NCSES will administer the majority of the instrument to each respondent for flow and context. To limit respondent burden, most respondents who are working (and thus take a longer path through the questionnaire) will generally skip the sections on licenses and certifications, degree history, and vocational certificates.
Each interview is expected to last about 60 minutes and will be conducted by trained cognitive interviewers. Cognitive interviews conducted in Spanish will be conducted by bilingual Spanish-and English-speaking interviewers. 
All interviews will be conducted via a video conferencing platform (e.g., Microsoft Teams or Zoom). Participants will be able to join the video call through their Internet browser or by downloading the video conferencing platform to their computer or laptop. With the participant’s consent, the cognitive interviews will be audio and video recorded, for the purpose of supplementing the analysis if details are missing from notes. Interviews will be conducted primarily during regular work hours (9 am–6 pm EDT, Monday through Friday) but will be scheduled outside of work hours as needed. 
Artificial intelligence (AI) will be used to assist with compiling and analyzing cognitive interview data. The source data will be a spreadsheet with interview data organized by survey question and will include: respondent answer to the survey question, respondent answers to probing questions about the question, and interviewer/respondent assessment of question functioning. NCSES will use large language models (LLMs) to (1) summarize issues in question functioning identified by interviewers and respondents and (2) identify illustrative quotes/examples for each of the identified issues. Cognitive interviewers and notetakers will verify the LLM output for completeness and accuracy. NCSES plans to conduct various reliability analyses (e.g., re-running random sections of data to ensure data quality). If issues with the output are identified, the LLM prompts will be iteratively refined until the output is verified as complete and accurate. The LLMs will be deployed within a secure cloud environment (e.g., Azure or AWS) to ensure data security and privacy.
This submission includes the interview protocols (Attachments 5 and 11 in English and Spanish) and the draft instruments (Attachments 1 and 7) for the questions that will be tested. As the research will be iterative, with question wording and format changing during the testing period in response to problems identified during the interviews, it is expected that the instruments and interview protocols will evolve during testing.
[bookmark: _Toc198822482]Participant Incentives
[bookmark: _Toc39493783]To incentivize participation, each participant will be offered the equivalent of $40. The incentive will be awarded as 40,000 AmeriPoints for AmeriSpeak participants and as an electronic gift card for other participants recruited via ads and other contacts. However, if PhD recipients who reside outside of the United States are recruited for the study, they will be informed at the time of recruitment that they cannot be offered an incentive and asked if they would like to participate without an incentive. During the interview (see the protocol in Attachments 5 and 11), participants will be informed of how they will receive payment and will be paid after completion of the interview. Participants will be given a form to complete acknowledging receipt of the incentive from the NCSES contractor (Attachments 3 and 9)
[bookmark: _Toc198822483]Assurance of Confidentiality
Participation will be voluntary. A consent form (Attachments 4 and 10 in English and Spanish, respectively) that explains the purpose and duration of the interview will be shared with participants, and participants will be asked to provide their verbal assent to have the session recorded at the start of the interview. No personally identifiable information will be maintained after the cognitive interview analyses are completed. 
The video call interviews will be recorded with participant consent. Interviews may also be observed by NCSES and key project staff by listening to and watching the  session silently. The NCSES and project staff will not be visible to the participant, but the interviewer will inform the participant that someone is observing the interview. At the end of the interview, the interviewer will allow the observer to ask the participant questions if they have any. 
[bookmark: _Toc286052965][bookmark: _Toc286053016][bookmark: _Toc286052966][bookmark: _Toc286053017]Each participant will be assigned a unique identifier (ID), which will be created solely for data file management and used to keep all participant materials together. The participant ID will not be linked to the participant’s name in any way. Data will be stored on the contractor’s secure data servers and will be destroyed after completion of the testing. 
[bookmark: _Toc39493784][bookmark: _Toc198822484]Estimate of Hourly Burden
NCSES will screen 2,000 participants via AmeriSpeak (1,000 participants per two monthly data collections) and 400 participants through other recruitment avenues. Screening potential participants through AmeriSpeak will require 2 minutes per screening while screening participants recruited through other avenues (such as ads and contacting as described above) will require 5 minutes per screening. NCSES will attempt a phone call or email exchange of up to 5 minutes with 360 screened participants to confirm eligibility and schedule the 60 interviews. NCSES expects each of the 60 interviews to be approximately 60 minutes in length, plus an optional 15-minute early sign-in to address technical difficulties. This will result in an estimated total of 205 hours of respondent burden for this study. Table 2 itemizes the estimated response burden for this study. 
Table 2: Estimated respondent burden for questionnaire cognitive testing
	Respondents
	Number of Respondents
	Burden Hours per Respondent
	Total Burden Hours

	Recruitment/screening via AmeriSpeak Omnibus Survey
	2,000
	0.033
	66.7

	Recruitment/screening via ads and contacts
	400
	0.083
	33.3

	Scheduling
	360
	0.083
	30.0

	Optional technology test
	60
	0.250
	15.0

	Cognitive interviews
	60
	1.000
	60.0

	Total
	-
	-
	205.0



[bookmark: _Toc39493786][bookmark: _Toc198822486]Project Schedule
The project schedule calls for recruitment to begin in February 2026, or as soon as OMB approval is received. Interviewing is expected to be completed within three months of approval. After the interviews are completed, survey questions will be finalized for the proposed 2027 data collection administration. Table 3 provides an estimated schedule for the cognitive interview activities.
Table 3: Tentative cognitive testing schedule
	[bookmark: _Hlk215751230]Activity
	Start Date
	End Date

	ROUND 1

	Recruitment and scheduling of participants
	2/6/2026
	2/12/2026

	Cognitive interviews 
	2/11/2026
	2/20/2026

	Debriefing and revision 
	2/20/2026
	3/13/2026

	ROUND 2

	Recruitment and scheduling of participants
	3/6/2026
	3/12/2026

	Cognitive interviews 
	3/11/2026
	3/20/2026

	Debriefing and revision 
	3/20/2026
	4/10/2026

	Begin web programming using the draft survey content
	4/10/2026
	4/10/2026

	ROUND 3

	Recruitment and scheduling of participants
	4/14/2026
	4/23/2026

	Cognitive interviews 
	4/15/2026
	4/24/2026

	Debriefing and revision 
	4/24/2026
	5/7/2026

	Update web programming using the final survey content
	5/7/2026
	5/7/2026

	FINALIZATION OF MATERIALS

	Draft testing report and questionnaires
	5/8/2026
	5/22/2026

	Final testing report and questionnaires
	5/26/2026
	6/12/2026



Contact Person
Gigi Jones
NCSES Data Modernization Project Lead 
National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics
U.S. National Science Foundation
gijones@nsf.gov
(703) 292-8780

Attachments
Attachment 1: Questionnaire (English)
Attachment 2: AmeriSpeak Recruitment Questionnaire (English)
Attachment 3: Communication Materials and Incentive Form (English)
Attachment 4: Consent Form (English)
Attachment 5: Eligibility Screener and Scheduling (English)
Attachment 6: Cognitive Interview Protocol and Question Source (English)
Attachment 7: Questionnaire (Spanish) 
Attachment 8: AmeriSpeak Recruitment Questionnaire (Spanish)
Attachment 9: Communication Materials and Incentive Form (Spanish)
Attachment 10: Consent Form (Spanish) 
Attachment 11: Eligibility Screener and Scheduling (Spanish)
Attachment 12: Cognitive Interview Protocol (Spanish)
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