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Abstract

Achievements

We describe how we employed a tailor-made database computer system for administering the
Today, the database system handles the following information:
longitudinal multi-site research study BONDS. We give examples of how using this database has in- • Contact information concerning participants
creased the study’s administrative effectiveness and quality.
• Interviews (upcoming, pending, and completed)
• Videotaped structured interactions (updoming, pending, and completed)
• Day-care center contact information and questionnaire progress (upcoming, pending,
Background
completed)
The task of maintaining and accessing correct and updated participant contact information and details about data collection events (including upcoming, completed, and missed events) is a crucial
and very time-consuming component in a large longitudinal study. The now ongoing BONDS longitudinal study of children’s social development hopes to recruit up to 1,300 children and their parents.
The study involves a design with five personal interviews with mother and/or father, and at least eight
telephone interviews, in addition to day-care centre collection and videotaped structured interactions
at some of the personal interviews. The data collection is carried out by several interviewers working
independently in five sites. As the plans for the project were being made, we realized the need for a
cost-efficient administrative tool to allow the easy access and accurate maintenance of contact information and events in the study. Without such a database, we would have to set up a system with
message passing between administrators and interviewers, which would have become very time consuming and more prone to errors.
We came up with the idea of a computer system that could be accessed both by administrators at
the research centre and interviewers in the field. Its main functionality would be:
		 1. To maintain updated contact information for the participants in the study;
		 2. To remind interviewers about upcoming interviews; and
		 3. For interviewers to report on the progress of interviews

Development
The specification for the database system was designed by the second author, a researcher. He described the basic functionality of the system and supplemented a couple of sketches of important
windows. The system was then developed by the first author, a data manager, and a programmer.
They decided to build a Java application connecting to a MySQL database over the internet. During
the construction, all involved frequently discussed the implementation and functionality of the system. This helped us ensure that the application could meet its demands of the study.

The system is an invaluable tool to administrators working with the study, reducing the workload.
Also, the quality of the information in the database is very good, and we can rely on that it is correct,
which in turn increases the quality of the data collection. This increase in effectiveness and quality
can be derived down to two factors that this system provides:
Central storage and retrieval of information
By using a centralized database, which is read and updated both by interviewers and administrators, it is easier to maintain accurate information. We avoid the situation where information needs
to be updated several times, at several places when something in the study changes. If a family
have moved to another address or have changed their phone number, the interviewer can update
the details directly in the database. All the other interviewers, as well as the administrators, can access the updated information the very moment the change is committed. This reduces the chance
of errors caused by outdated information.
Monitoring and overview
Administrators and interviewers can at all times get an accurate view of the current situation of
the study. This includes, for example, the total number of participating families, drop-outs, the
number of upcoming interviews, and delayed interviews. The administrators can make informed
decisions, like adjusting an interviewer’s work-load or checking up on interviewers who have many
delayed interviews.
The interviewers can monitor their own interviews as well, and are reminded about them each time
they log into the system. Delayed interviews have a red marker, so they are easy to spot, and by
default they are also sorted by relevance. This helps ensure that interviews are completed in time,
and that interviews are not forgotten.

The system was first used in August, 2006. The interviewers, who had no formal experience
Conclusion
with computers, received training in using the application, and a comprehensive user manual for
reference. The application has since its release been maintained by the first author, and as the Applying a computer database system for administering large studies can greatly enhance the qualresearch project has grown and developed, new features have been added to reflect these changes. ity and efficiency of administrative work and data collection.

Figure 1. This is the main administrator window. From here one can monitor, enter, and modify data. The
administrator can chose which data to display by applying filters, for example “show only delayed telephone
interviews belonging to interviewer X” or “show all children that have dropped out from the study”.

Figure 2. This window shows information related to a single child. Interviewers and administrators can use this window
to view or edit information about participants, interview progress, and day-care centre details.
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