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Introduction n 

Inn the same way that elections are a regularly recurring phenomenon in parliamentary 

democracies,, so are election studies. Many political scientists base their research into electoral 

behaviourr and political attitudes of people in western democracies on data that were collected 

ass part of an election study. The results of this research can be found in the many political 

science,, sociological, communication science and methodological journals which regularly 

publishh articles on the various aspects of elections and politics in general. Journalists, 

politicians,, policy makers and even ministers are interested in the results of this research. The 

importancee that governments attribute to election studies is perhaps best illustrated by the fact 

thatt in many countries a large portion of the cost of these studies is paid through government 

subsidies. . 

Untill  the 1980s, the quality of the results of the Dutch National Election Studies, of 

whichh the first one was carried out in the late 1960s, was undisputed. But this changed in the 

latee 1980s, mainly due to the inexplicable rise in the nonresponse rate of the National 

Electionss Studies. With each new election study, the response rate decreased slightly: from 

74.88 % in 1971, to 69.3 % in 1981, 58.8 % in 1986 to 47.5 % in 1994. And this was only the 

responsee rate of the pre-election part of the nonresponse study. When the post-election part 

wass also taken into account, the response rate was even worse: in 1994 only 40 % of the 

samplee was willing to answer both pre- and post-election questionnaires. 

Theree was criticism and discussion in the Netherlands on whether a gap existed 

betweenn the politicians and the public and, if so, if this gap had been growing wider over the 

years.. Journalists argued that this was indeed the case, and some politicians seemed to agree -

thee continuous decline in the voter turnout and the even stronger decline in the number of 

peoplee registered as members of a political party were cited as important indicators of this 

wideningg gap. A group of political scientists held a different view. Based on longitudinal 

analysess of the data collected through the Dutch National Election Studies, these political 

scientistss pointed out that no proof whatsoever was found for a widening gap. According to 

them,, it could not be denied that there were some changes in political behaviour, in line with 

whatt could be expected as a consequence of the end of the pacification democracy and the 

pilarizationn of the Dutch society, but the level of the interest of people in politics and their 

opinionn about political leaders and the political system in general, did not indicate a reason for 
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seriouss worries about the existence of a gap between the Dutch people and the their 

politicians.. An argument that no one will dare to defend after the events that took place in the 

firstt months of 2002, which culminated in the first political murder in Holland since centuries 

andd in a political landslide after the national elections of May 2002 (elections that also ended 

thee negative trend of a declining turnout). 

Itt was Gerard Visscher who calked the discussion by his 1995 publication 

'Kiezersonderzoekk op een dwaalspoor' ('Election research on the wrong track') - a paper 

that,, ironically enough, had been refused for publication in Acta Politica, the journal of the 

Dutchh Society for Political Science - of which most of the 'gap sceptics' were prominent 

members.. In this paper, Visscher argued that the reason why no proof of a widening gap could 

bee found in the DNES-data was the rise of nonresponse. As according to Visscher, the 

nonrespondentss were mainly made up from those not interested in politics, the fact that the 

groupp of nonrespondents grew larger with each new election study not only underlined the 

existencee and growth of a gap between the politicians and the people, but also explained why 

thiss development could not be detected through the DNES data. Although Visscher's 

argumentationn was maybe a bit too straightforward and simplistic, and many critical remarks 

couldd be made about his method, the core of his reasoning hit the nail on the head. 

Visscher'ss arguments were further elaborated in a paper by Ingrid Smeets, published 

inn Acta Politica in 1995, that underlined Visscher's main argument, using specific groups of 

respondentss (those difficult to reach and those that were persuaded to participate in the study, 

afterr having first refused) as indicators of the nonrespondents. A strong case for the presence 

off  nonresponse bias in the DNES was the large overrepresentation of voters that had been 

reportedd in the DNES from the beginning, but that seemed to have grown larger over the 

years.. Still, many questions remained unanswered. For example, was it not possible that the 

overestimationn of the voter turnout was caused by nonvoters claiming to have voted? 

Validationn studies in the USA and other countries had revealed that a substantial group of 

nonvoterss misreported their voting behaviour (Abramson and Claggett, 1989; Belli et al., 

2001;; Traugott, 1989). And was it also not possible that participation in die pre-election part 

off  the DNES stimulated people, who otherwise would not have voted, to go out and vote? The 

existencee of this so-called stimulus or Hawthorne-effect has been proven in election literature 

(Clausen,, 1968; Granberg and Holmberg, 1992; Traugott and Katosh, 1979; Yalch, 1976). 

Thesee questions could not be answered with data from the DNES. Since the 

researcherss responsible for the DNES had also taken full note of the ongoing discussion about 

thee effect of the rising nonresponse on the quality of the DNES data, some important 
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adaptionss were made to the design of the 1998 DNES. Special attention was given to 

maximizingg the response rate and in a cooperation with researchers from the University of 

Amsterdam,, special nonresponse and stimulus effect studies were included in the design. 

Att the same time, this group of researchers from the University of Amsterdam set up a 

speciall  election study that was conducted in the municipality of Zaanstad. What made this 

studyy different from the DNES and all the other election studies that had so far been carried 

outt in Holland, was the fact that for the first time it was possible to conduct a voter validation 

studyy as part of the election study - because Zaanstad was willing to let the researchers use 

thee election lists for validating the voter turnout of all sample elements. This made it possible 

too find out exactly which part of the bias in voter turnout was caused by misreporting and 

whichh part was caused by nonresponse bias. By combining this survey with the 1998 DNES, 

thee nonresponse study and the stimulus effect study, an overall picture could be obtained of 

thee different processes that were potential causes of bias in the results of election research in 

Holland. . 

Inn this thesis, the results of these studies are presented. Most of the papers that are 

bundledd here have been published or will be published in various international political 

sciencee and methodological journals. Together, these papers answer the questions that have 

beenn brought up in the discussion that was started in the late 1980s and is still going on today 

-- not only in Holland, as every survey researcher is confronted with rising nonresponse rates 

andd is concerned about the effects of nonresponse bias. The papers in this thesis are mainly 

focussedd on the practical side of doing survey reseach, and more specifically, doing election 

research,, and not so much on the theoretical or statistical side of bias and different correction 

methods.. That is something we will gladly leave to the statisticians. 

Inn their 1998 book 'Nonresponse in Household Interview Survey', Bob Groves and 

Mickk Couper have developed conceptual models for contacting sampling households and for 

surveyy cooperation. In both models, they have distinguished between influences that are under 

researcherr control and that are out of researcher control. In the model for contacting sample 

householdss the 'out of researcher control'-influences are the social environmental attributes, 

thee socio-demographic attributes, the physical impediments and accessible at-home patterns. 

Thesee are all influences that can directly be attributed to the sample household. The 'under 

researcherr control'-influences are the interviewer attributes, the number of calls and the 

timingg of calls. In the model for survey cooperation the 'out of researcher control'-influences 

aree the social environment and household characteristics. The 'under researcher control '-

influencess are the survey design and the interviewer. 
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Inn this thesis, we will abstract from the interviewer and the characteristics of the 

interviewer.. Although it cannot be denied that the interviewer can have a strong influence on 

thee survey process, so on the response rate (see for example Campanelli et al., 1997; Couper 

andd Groves, 1992; Fowler, 1991; Groves and Magilavy, 1986; Groves and McGonagle, 2001; 

Hoxx and De Leeuw, 2002; Morton-Williams, 1993; Oksenberg and Cannel, 1988; Singer et 

al.,, 1983; Snijkers et al., 1999; Van der Zouwen et al., 1991), our aim is to investigate the 

existencee of bias in election research. Bias means that the distribution of characteristics of the 

respondents,, or the relations between these characterics, that are found in the survey (for 

example,, voting behaviour or political interest or the relation between these two variables) are 

nott a good reflection of the distribution or relations mat exist in the population. We are mainly 

interestedd in the attributes of the survey process that are directly linked to this bias, so that are 

directlyy linked to the respondent: social environmental attributes, socio-demographic 

attributes,, but also attributes of respondents (i.e. behaviour or opinions) that have to do with 

thee subject of the study, as this is what a survey researcher is interested in, in the first place. 

Thiss means that in modelling the response process - as we will do in chapter 5 - we will 

considerr the interviewer and the characteristics of the interviewer as constants. 

Inn the first chapter, we set out to answer the question whether Visscher was right in his 

claimm that there are substantial differences, especially with respect to political interest 

betweenn people that do and do not participate in election research. Using data gathered 

throughh a telephone survey among 2000 voters, we analysed three groups of respondents 

(respondentss willing to participate in an election survey, respondents only willing to participate 

inn a short general interview and nonrespondents) for differences in various background 

characteristicss (age, education, sex and urbanization) and political interest. The results support 

Visscher'ss hypothesis as large differences are found, especially with respect to political interest, 

betweenn respondents who are willing to participate in an interview about forthcoming 

parliamentaryy elections and respondents who are only willing to participate in a general survey. 

Ourr second goal was to estimate the true level of political interest in the total population, 

too find out how it developed from the early 1970s on. We found that political interest among the 

Dutchh population increased in the seventies and stabilized during the eighties and nineties. 

Althoughh the information we had available was rather limited, it is clear from this first chapter 

matt nonresponse bias does exist in election research and that there was good reason for the 

researcherss that were involved in designing the 1998 DNES to try to do something about it. 

Inn Chapter 2 we took it one step further, as it was now clear that nonresponse bias is 

presentt in the Dutch National Election Survey. Using the 1998 DNES, we not only wanted to 
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learnn more about the amount of nonresponse bias in the Dutch National Election Study, but 

alsoo if stimulus effect bias was present. Stimulus effect bias occurs when as a result of 

participatingg in a previous wave of a study, respondents change their behaviour or attitude. In 

thiss chapter, we have focussed on both bias in the variables of interest and in relations 

betweenn several variables of interest. In the first part of the chapter, the design of the 1998 

DNESS is described and an overview of the measures that had been taken to maximize the 

responsee is given. In the second part of the chapter, we will show that the results of the 1998 

DNESS were indeed affected by bias. Not only did we find significant changes in the 

distributionn of political attitude and voting behaviour variables as a result of both nonresponse 

biass and stimulus effects, but we have also shown that relations between variables change as a 

resultt of bias - although proof for the existence of this bias was not as strong as the proof for 

thee existence of bias in the distribution of the variables of interest. 

Havingg demonstrated the existence of nonresponse bias and stimulus effect bias in the 

firstt two chapters, there is still a third source of bias in election studies that could not be 

investigatedd with the data used in chapters 1 and 2: response bias. In order to find out if 

responsee bias is an issue for concern in Dutch election research, as it was shown to be in 

electionn research in other countries, we needed a data set which would make it possible to 

comparee the true and reported values of election research variables. The Zaanstad election 

studyy gave us this opportunity. In chapter 3 and chapter 4 the Zaanstad election study is 

described.. In chapter 3 the focus is on the design of the study. In the first part of the chapter 

wee have described how we managed to maximize the response level and which external 

sourcess we used for getting as much information as possible about both respondents and 

nonrespondents.nonrespondents. We also showed how using a mixed mode design and adding the possibility 

forr nonrespondents to answer a few so-called central questions, helped us to get information 

aboutt more than 90 % of the sample elements. 

Ass there has been much discussion in survey literature about mixed mode designs 

becausee of the risk of mode effects, we have examined whether mode effects were present in 

thee Zaanstad data. Although we found a higher level of response bias for the face-to-face 

modee as compared to the telephone and mail mode, we concluded that the inclusion of the 

respondentss who answered the face-to-face interview still led to better estimates of die true 

populationn values than if these people were left out of the analysis. 

Inn chapter 4 we analysed the Zaanstad data, in order to first find an answer to the 

questionn whether nonresponse bias, stimulus effect bias and response bias were present in this 

dataa set. If this was indeed the case, the next thing to find out was the relative contribution of 
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eachh of these three possible sources of bias to the total bias. We did find proof for the 

presencee of nonresponse bias and response bias in the Zaanstad data, but not for stimulus 

effectt bias, probably because only a short pre-election telephone interview was done in this 

surveyy - too short to have any lasting effect on the respondents. When the contribution of 

nonresponsee bias and response bias to the total bias of the voter turnout variable was mapped, 

nonresponsee bias turned out to be the main reason for the large overestimation of voter 

turnoutt found in the Zaanstad study. Only for very high response levels (90 % or higher), 

responsee effects were more important in causing bias than nonresponse was. 

Afterr having demonstrated in the four previous chapters that nonresponse bias is 

presentt in all the election studies that we used so far, we have in chapter 5 tried to answer the 

questionn why nonresponse bias is present in election studies. Is it possible that there are one or 

moree factors that are both having an effect on survey participation, electoral participation and 

politicall  interest? If this is the case, this could explain why there seems to be such a strong 

relationn between participating in election surveys, elections and interest in politics. Taking the 

sociall  isolation-hypothesis as our starting point, we developed a model with one factor, social 

involvement,, as the common factor underlying election survey participation, participation in 

electionselections and political interest. After a review of the literature we concluded that we had to 

includee a second underlying factor in the model: attachment to society. Using die Zaanstad 

dataa set we tested this model. After having made some adaptions, we found a model with a 

satisfactoryy fit. The results showed that, by including social involvement and attachment to 

societyy as mediating variables, we were able to reach much higher levels of explained 

variancess of survey and electoral participation than are reached with traditional models. We 

foundd a very strong effect of social involvement on both survey participation, electoral 

participationn and political interest, which explains why high levels of nonresponse bring high 

levelss of bias in the measurement of electoral participation and political interest. We have 

usedd this knowledge to develop methods to correct for nonresponse bias in election research, 

ass is shown in the next chapter. 

Inn chapter 6, our goal was to see if our understanding of the processes that underlie the 

nonresponsee bias in election research can be used to improve the performance of traditional 

correctionn methods like weighting, hot deck imputation and multiple imputation - by 

includingg so-called 'central question'-variables in the weights (in this case, voter turnout at 

thee national elections and political interest). The results show that correction methods that 

usedd the central question variables performed much better than the methods that only used 

backgroundd variables. All correction methods performed better when the response level was 
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higher,, which indicates that maximizing response does lead to substantially better estimates. 

Thee estimates obtained by the different correction methods (weighting, hot deck imputation or 

multiplee imputation) only differed slightly when the same information was used in the 

calculationn of die corrected estimates. Aldiough correcting for nonresponse bias led to much 

betterr estimates of the true values of variables, we found hardly any improvement in the 

estimatess of relations between variables. 

Inn the seventh and final chapter, the knowledge we developed in the previous chapters 

waswas used to come to an integral correction method for die DNES data that not only corrects 

forr nonresponse bias, but also for bias caused by answer effects (i.e. overreporting of voting) 

andd stimulus effects. In the first half of me chapter we argued and then showed, why 

traditionall  nonresponse weights - even Üiose that also use substantial variables in calculating 

thee weights - do not work, and can even reinforce response bias present in the data. In the 

secondd half of the chapter we have used the 1998 DNES data to demonstrate an integrated 

approachh to correct for stimulus effect bias, overreporting of voting and nonresponse bias. 

Thee corrected values obtained by this integrated approach are in general more in line with the 

truee values of the variables in the sample man die values obtained after correcting using 

traditionall  nonresponse weights. This integral correction method can also be used in otiier, 

previouslyy carried out, election studies. We concluded the chapter by suggesting ways in 

whichh future election research can limit bias and improve die possibilities to correct for both 

responsee and nonresponse bias. 

Thiss thesis clearly shows that nonresponse bias and also stimulus and answer effects, 

cann have serious consequences for the results of election research. That is why it is important 

too strive for a maximum response level, using a mixed mode of data collection and die wide 

rangee of methods that can be used to maximize the response. It is also important to take 

measuress to nünimize stimulus effects and answer effects. As it will be impossible to prevent 

stimuluss effects, answer effects and nonresponse bias altogether, one should gadier as much 

dataa as possible, to gain more insight into die amount of bias that is caused by these processes 

andd to use in correcting for diese biases. The analyses tiiat are described in this diesis can be 

helpful. . 
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