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Chapterr 4 

Biass In Election Research23 

4.11 Introduction 

Onee of the most debated issues in survey research literature is survey error. In the first chapter 

off  his 1989 book Survey Errors and Survey Costs, Bob Groves makes a distinction between 

twoo elements of total survey error based on the conceptual model of Lesley Kish (1965): bias 

andd variance. Bias is defined as the difference between the average value of a statistic 

obtainedd within the survey design and the true value in the population. Variance is described 

ass a summary of how the obtained values vary over conceptual replications of the survey 

design.. For characteristics that can be objectively observed, this distinction can be made 

relativelyy easily, but for characteristics like opinions or attitudes, which can only be observed 

throughh the respondent, it is more difficult to make this distinction. 

Anotherr important distinction that Groves makes is the distinction between errors of 

non-observationn and observational errors. Errors of non-observation are defined as errors 

arisingg because measurements were not taken for part of the population. Coverage error (error 

thatt exists because some persons are not part of the list or the frame used to identify members 

off  the population), sampling error (error that arises because the statistic is computed on a 

subsett of the population being studied) and nonresponse error (error that arises because some 

personss of the frame used by the survey cannot be located or refuse the interviewer's request 

forr an interview) are the three errors of non-observation that are discerned by Groves. 

Observationall  errors are defined as deviations in the answers of the respondents from 

theirr true values on the measure. Interviewer error (effects on the respondents' answers 

stemmingg from the different ways that interviewers administer the survey), instrument error 

(effectss on the quality of the respondents' answers from die wording of the question or flow in 

thee questionnaire), respondent or response error (different respondents provide data with 

differentt amounts of error, because of different cognitive abilities or differential motivation to 

answerr the questions well) and error as the result of the mode of data collection (effects on the 

respondents'' answers stemming from the mode of data collection used) are considered 

233 This chapter was written with Willem Saris. I wish to thank Wouter van der Brug, Theresia van Wijk, Hetty van 
Kempenn and William van der Veld and three anonymous reviewers for their useful comments on earlier drafts of 
thiss chapter. 
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observationall  errors. A special case of errors of observation, which is not explicitly discussed 

byy Groves, is stimulus effects. Stimulus effects occur when respondents change their attitude 

orr behaviour as a consequence of participating in research (Clausen, 1968; Granberg and 

Holmberg,, 1992; Traugott and Katosh, 1979; Yalch, 1976). 

Off  the errors of non-observation, coverage error and sampling error are mainly 

dependentt on the target population and whether it is possible to translate the target population 

intoo a sound sampling frame. If this is possible, coverage error wil l be absent, and by using 

probabilityy sampling, sampling error can be prevented too. For nonresponse error the situation 

iss more serious. In every survey there wil l be at least some sample elements that can not be 

contactedd or that refuse to participate, so in fact, a survey always runs the risk of nonresponse 

error. . 

Thee same is true for response error: the amount of response error will differ with the 

subjectt of the study, the way the survey is executed and the (sub)population studied. 

However,, every survey runs the risk of response error. Interviewer error, instrument error and 

errorr as a result of the mode of data collection all result from the way in which the survey is 

conductedd and are to a large extent within the survey researcher's control: a survey researcher 

iss free, within certain limits, to change the interviewers, the way the questions are asked and 

thee mode of data collection. Nonresponse and response errors are more difficult to control. 

Above,, we presented stimulus effects as a special case of errors of observation. 

Stimuluss effects occur as a result of the respondent's participation in the survey. Some survey 

researchh is more susceptible to stimulus effects than other survey research: this susceptibility 

dependss on the subject of the survey, the mode of data collection and the design. In general, 

panell  surveys (surveys in which respondents are asked to answer at least two questionnaires) 

wil ll  be more susceptible to stimulus effects, as the participation of the respondent in the first 

questionnairee can influence the answers to the second questionnaire (e.g. because the 

respondentt has been stimulated to think about the subject of the survey in the period between 

thee two questionnaires, has become aware of social expectations or will make the answers in 

thee second questionnaire consistent with the answers in the first questionnaire). It is difficult 

too prevent stimulus effects in survey research. In contrast to experimental research, it is not 

possiblee to carry out survey research without the respondents being aware that they are being 

observed.. So as with nonresponse and response error, it wil l be almost impossible for a 

researcherr to totally eliminate stimulus effects. 
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Inn our study, we will focus on bias. Contrary to variance, bias can lead to systematic 

deviationss in the survey values when compared to the true values in the population and it is 

thereforee considered a more serious problem in survey research. 

4.22 Detection of bias 

Wee will examine the contribution of three types of bias to total bias - response bias, 

nonresponsee bias and bias as a result of stimulus effects. We believe these are the most 

relevantt for the type of survey research on which we are focusing our attention, namely 

electionn research. We will start off with a short description of what causes each of these three 

biases. . 

4.2.11 Causes of nonresponse bias 

Nonresponsee bias is dependent on two elements: the response level (i.e. the proportion of 

samplee elements that participated in die survey) and the difference between the respondents 

andd nonrespondents on the variables that are being studied in the survey (Groves and Couper, 

1998).. It is possible to have a low response level and no nonresponse bias: this occurs when 

theree is no difference between the respondents and nonrespondents. When the response level 

iss very high, although diere is a large difference on several variables between respondents and 

nonrespondents,, the overall nonresponse bias will also be low. So to be able to estimate die 

magnitudee of nonresponse bias, one should know what the response level is and the difference 

betweenn respondents and nonrespondents. 

Too get information about die response level is not difficult but to find out whether 

respondentss and nonrespondents differ on variables that are important for the research is much 

moree difficult - as generally, not much information about die nonrespondents is available. 

Theree are a few ways in which a researcher can get some indication of die difference between 

respondentss and nonrespondents: firsdy, by comparing the respondent and nonrespondent 

groupss on some variables mat are known for bodi groups and secondly, by comparing die 

respondentss widi die population, for variables for which population values are known. 

Thirdly,, by comparing easy and difficult respondents (converted refusers and respondents 

whoo were only reached after several attempts are considered difficult respondents) and taking 

diee difficult respondents as proxies for die nonrespondents. 
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4.2.22 Causes of response bias 

Responsee bias can result from several different effects - for example: question-order effects, 

modee effects, interviewer effects, memory effects and answer effects (Bethlehem and Kersten, 

1986).. We will focus on the two effects that we expect will be the most important for our 

subjectt of study: memory effects and answer effects. Memory effects play a role when a 

respondentt is asked to answer questions about the past. The respondent may not remember 

exactlyy how things happened in the past, so he has to reconstruct it and this may lead to a 

misreportt of his or her past behaviour (Rubin and Wenzel, 1996; Schwarz, 1997). Answer 

effectss mean that the respondent is consciously answering a question in a way that does not 

correspondd with the truth. Social desirability and bandwagon effects are examples of 

processess that could give rise to answer effects (Hill and Hurley, 1984; Himmelweit et al., 

1978;; Katosh and Traugott, 1981; Presser, 1990; Weir, 1975). It is even more difficult to get 

ann indication of the amount of response bias than the amount of nonresponse bias. The best 

methodss are to check me answers of a respondent against information about the respondent 

fromm external sources if this is available, to check the consistency in the answering pattern of 

thee respondent, or to use multiple indicators for the same variables. 

4.2.33 Causes of stimulus effects bias 

Stimuluss effects bias can be the result of learning effects, a Hawthorne effect or answer 

effects.. A learning effect means that the attitude of the respondent changes as a result of 

participatingg in a questionnaire that was part of the survey and due to this attitude change, the 

behaviourr of the respondent also changes (Clausen, 1968). A Hawthorne effect24 means that 

thee respondent changes his or her behaviour as a result of (implicit) social expectations that 

thee respondent perceives: this feeling leads to a change in behaviour, but this does not 

necessarilyy have to be a real change in attitude. Some authors have used the term to indicate 

stimuluss effects (see Granberg and Holmberg, 1992) but here it wil l be used in its original, 

moree limited meaning. An answer effect in this context means that these (implicit) social 

expectationss do not lead to different behaviour but only to a different report of the 

""  The term 'Hawthorne-effect' comes from an experiment in a car-factory that was done in the 1920s in the city 
off  Hawthorne. This experiment showed that, when workers are aware of the fact that they are part of an 
experiment,, their production level increases (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939). 
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respondent'ss behaviour - a report that is in line with what the respondent thinks is expected 

fromm him or her as a result of participation in the first questionnaire but which does not 

conformm with his or her behaviour in reality. So both Hawthorne effects and answer effects 

aree results of social desirability. 

4.2.44 Contribution to total bias 

Manyy authors have been studying each of these forms of bias separately but only a few of 

themm have integrated the different biases in a concept of total bias, to see what the relative 

contributionn is of each of these biases. Especially election research lends itself to an integrated 

approachh because all these three biases can be expected. Nonresponse bias can be expected 

becausee election research suffers from considerable nonresponse drop out and it is often 

arguedd that there is a strong relation between attitude towards politics (especially interest in 

politics)) and nonresponse in election research (Smeets, 1995; Visscher, 1995). Response bias 

cann be expected because voting, at least among some population groups in Western 

democracies,, is considered to be a moral duty. This could lead nonvoters to hide their true 

votingg behaviour from the interviewer (Bernstein et al., 2001; Hill and Hurley, 1984; 

Locanderr et al., 1976; Presser, 1990. Silver et al., 1986b). Besides, as there are parties that 

losee and parties that win in every election, the political arena is very sensitive to the 

appearancee of bandwagon effects (Katosh and Traugott, 1981; Traugott and Katosh, 1979; 

Weir,, 1975). Finally, many election studies contain more than one questionnaire. Political 

scientistss for example, are very interested in seeing how the preference of a voter changes in 

thee course of an election campaign and they will therefore ask voters before election day what 

theirr vote intention is and after election day what tfieir final voting behaviour was. Previous 

researchh revealed that asking people before the elections whether they are going to vote, can 

actuallyy stimulate those who were not at first intending to vote, to do so (Greenwald et al., 

1987). . 

Mostt of the above-mentioned studies have centered on only one element of total bias. 

Theree are also a few studies that used election research to estimate the contribution of 

nonresponsee bias, response bias and stimulus effects bias to the total bias. 

Marshh (1985) found clear proof for nonresponse bias in her study of die voting 

behaviourr of electors in the Cambridge constituency during the 1983 general election, but she 

didd not find any indications for the existence of a stimulus effect. She used a short, three 

questionn face-to-face pre-election questionnaire to test the presence of stimulus effects bias. 
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Marshh did not explicitly look at the separate contribution of response and nonresponse bias to 

thee total bias; she only concluded that both biases are clearly present in her data (although the 

conclusionn with regard to the existence of response bias is based on a question about voting in 

thee previous local elections). 

Swaddlee and Health (1989) used data from the 1987 British General Election study in 

whichh a voter turnout of 86 % was reported, whereas the official turnout rate was only 75 %. 

Ass the 1987 British General Election study did not have a pre-election component, Swaddle 

andd Health did not need to take the possibility of stimulus effects bias into account in their 

explanationn of the overestimation of voter turnout. They found that of the 11 % difference, 3 

%% could be considered response bias and the other 8 % was due to nonresponse bias, possible 

mistakess in the electoral register or sample variance. 

Finally,, Traugott and Katosh (1979) found proof for all three biases in their analysis of 

thee 1976 presidential election data from the Center for Political Studies' National Election 

Study.. As all the sampled respondents were asked to participate in the pre-election 

questionnairee (so there was no control group), the authors used being a member of the survey 

panell  as an indicator for the possibility of the presence of stimulus effect bias, (which meant 

thatt these people had participated in the election study in previous years). They found 

distinctlyy higher levels of validated voter turnout among the groups that had participated in 

thee panel. Moreover, it was found that misreporting took the voter turnout up from 61 % 

(foundd in the official records) to 72 % (reported by the respondents). As the adjusted voter 

turnoutt in the population was 56 %, this left 5 % to be explained by nonresponse bias, sample 

variancee and stimulus effect bias. Although the authors claimed that this 5 % overestimation 

waswas for the most part due to a stimulus effect, the method they used to demonstrate this did 

notnot make it possible to clearly distinguish between nonresponse bias and stimulus effect bias, 

ass the difference in voter turnout found between the panel and the cross-sectional sample 

couldd also have been caused by panel attrition, i.e. nonresponse. But it is clear that in their 

studyy the response bias accounts for the largest part of the total bias: more than two-thirds of 

thee total bias is caused by response bias. 

Usingg data gathered for the 1998 national elections and for the 1999 provincial 

electionselections in the Netherlands, we will try to answer the question to what extent nonresponse 

bias,, response bias and bias as the result of a stimulus effect contribute to total bias. As The 

Netherlandss is known for its relatively high level of nonresponse (see for example De Heer, 

1999;; De Leeuw and De Heer, 2002), it seems the Dutch election surveys are especially suited 

too study the bias caused by high levels of nonresponse. We will use three variables to map this 
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totall  bias: voter turnout during the national elections of May 1998, voter turnout during the 

provinciall  elections of March 1999 and political interest. We choose to use these variables 

becausee we have these variables available for all, or at least a very large part, of the sample 

andd because we expect these variables are die kind in which bias will show itself most clearly. 

4 33 Methodology 

Thee data we used were gathered in a survey that was done in the municipality of Zaanstad. 

Somee of the data were gathered just before and some just after the 1998 Dutch national 

electionss which took place on May 6th, 1998. The municipality of Zaanstad, with around 

135.0000 inhabitants and situated in the north-western part of the Netherlands, was chosen 

becausee it comprises one big city (Zaandam) and several smaller, surrounding villages - in 

thiss way, the sample included people living in highly urbanized areas and people living in 

moree rural areas. The target population consisted of all the inhabitants of Zaanstad that were 

eligiblee to vote (to be more specific: all persons of 18 years or older who had the Dutch 

nationality),, so the natural sampling frame was the electoral register of the municipality of 

Zaanstad.. Only those people registered in die electoral register receive a polling card which 

enabless them to vote. Taking a sample from this list means that there is no risk of getting 

noneligiblee units in die sample. 

Wee planned to sample 1000 voters from the election register of Zaanstad. We used a 

two-stagee probability sampling process. We first took 10 election districts of the 63 election 

districtss in die municipality. Five districts were in die city of Zaandam, where 51.5 % of die 

voterss of the municipality live, and five in die six villages that form a part of Zaanstad. In diis 

wayy we were ensured tiiat we would have as many voters from die more urban areas in die 

samplee as from die more rural areas. Next, we sampled 100 voters out of each district, by 

takingg a random sample from each of me ten selected districts25. 

Ourr main goal was to obtain as much information as possible about die sampled 

people.. This meant that we would need to maximize die response and die best way to do so 

seemedd to be collecting data dirough a mixed-mode design (Dillman and Tamai, 1988; 

Dillman,, 2000; Shettle and Mooney, 1999). All sample elements for whom die telephone 

numberr was known, were contacted by telephone for an interview. All sample elements for 

whomm no telephone number could be traced (because dieir telephone number was unlisted, 

Becausee in one of the districts, only 95 people were selected, the total sample size was 995 voters. 
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disconnectedd or they had no telephone), were sent a questionnaire by mail. All refusers in the 

telephonee interview were contacted for a second time to try to persuade them to reconsider 

theirr refusal. The nonrespondents of the mail questionnaire were sent the same questionnaire 

forr a second time together with a letter, stressing the importance of their participation in the 

survey.. In this first follow-up effort, we gave the sample elements that still did not want to 

participate,, the possibility to answer only two questions which were central to the survey: 

whetherr they had voted at the national elections and if they were interested in politics" . 

Peoplee who kept refusing to participate, who could not be contacted by phone or did not send 

thee mail questionnaire back, were then visited by an interviewer, to try to convince them to 

participate27.. It is a known fact that the best response results are achieved when people are 

persuadedd to participate through a face-to-face approach (De Leeuw and Van der Zouwen, 

1988;; Hox and De Leeuw, 1994; Sykes and Collins, 1988). 

Forr all the people in our sample we knew what the voter turnout at the 1998 national 

electionss had been and for most of them (with the exception of those that had moved to 

differentt municipalities between the 1998 national elections and the 1999 provincial elections) 

wee also knew what the voter turnout was at the 1999 provincial elections. We took this 

informationn from the official voter turnout registration lists. When a person goes to vote, he or 

shee has to hand over the polling card to one of the members of the polling committee who will 

thenn tick off the name on the election list. By using this list, we knew exactly who had voted. 

Too study the existence of stimulus effects we questioned half of the sample both 

beforee and after the elections, and the other half only after the elections. Of all the sample 

elements,, 57.9 % were in the end interviewed by telephone, 22.4 % face-to-face, 12.9 % sent 

theirr answers in by mail and 6.8 % could not be interviewed at all. Of the 93.2 % that were 

interviewed,, 78.3 % answered the questionnaire, and 14.9 % only answered the questions 

aboutt their political interest and their voter turnout at the 1998 national elections. 

Ann issue we should address before turning to the results, is the possible influence of 

modee effects on our results, since we questioned different parts of the sample by different data 

collectionn methods. Mode effects are not an issue when we are looking at the nonresponse 

biass for voter turnout because we are using the official registered voter turnout instead of the 

266 The voter turnout of respondent was measured by asking the following question: "Did you vote in the 
parliamentaryy election on Wednesday May 6? (Yes/No)". Political interest was measured with the following 
question:: "Are you very interested in politics, fairly interested or not interested? (Very interested/Fairly 
interested/Nott interested)". In the analysis we combined the first two categories. 
277 The telephone interviews were done on April, 29 and May, 1, 4 and 5, 1998 (the pre-election interview), May 
7,, 8, 11, 12 and 13, 1998 (the first wave of the post-election interview), May 18, 19, 25 andd 26, 1998 (the second 
wavee of the post-election interview). The written questionnaire was sent out on May 8, 1998. The reminder was 
sendd out on June 29, 1998. The face-to-face interviews were conducted from January 5 to February 19, 1999. 
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voterr turnout reported by the respondents. Mode effects are also not an issue when comparing 

thee experimental and the control group to see whether stimulus effects are present, since both 

groupss are questioned in the same way. So if mode effects exist, they will be approximately 

equallyy strong in both groups. As for the political interest variable, we do not believe that 

modee effects will have serious consequences for our results. Firstly, because most research 

intoo differences stemming from mode effects revealed that there are some differences but that 

thesee are relatively small or insignificant (Bongers and Van Oers, 1998; De Leeuw, 1992; De 

Leeuww and Van der Zouwen, 1988; Dillman and Tarnai, 1988; Greenfield et al., 2000; Groves 

andd Kahn, 1979; Hochstim, 1967; Locander et al., 1976; Reuband and Blasius, 1996 - see 

alsoo chapter 3). 

Secondly,, when significant differences were found between the results in different 

modess of data collection, these interviews concerned social or sensitive topics. Voter turnout 

att elections and political interest can be seen as social topics and it can be expected that social 

desirabilityy plays a role for these variables because a democratic society needs politically 

activee citizens to be able to function. This can impose moral pressure on a respondent to 

reportt behaviour that is in line with societal expectations, especially when data collection 

methodss are used in which there is a direct contact between interviewer and respondent. The 

interviewerinterviewer can be seen by the respondent as an agent of this societal expectation. The most 

directt contact exists in face-to-face surveys, followed by telephone surveys, while in mail 

surveyss there is no direct contact between the respondent and the interviewer. So it is not 

surprisingg to see that answers in face-to-face surveys are more biased by social desirability 

thann for example in telephone surveys (Saris and Hagenaars, 1997; Sykes and Collins, 1988). 

Evenn if such a process influences our case, it will not lead to significant problems. The 

modee of data collection that is the most sensitive as regards social desirability is used for the 

mostt difficult group - the group in which we expect the lowest levels of voter turnout and 

politicall  interest. In other words, a possible effect of social desirability will counteract our 

expectations.. Therefore, if the results we have found are in line with our expectations, the 

onlyy thing that is possible is that the bias is reduced by the mode of data collection and that in 

realityy the bias will be stronger than what we have found. 
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4.44 Results 

Beforee we can calculate the contribution of nonresponse bias, response bias and stimulus 

effectss bias, to the total bias, we first have to see whether each of the three biases is present in 

ourr data. If this is the case, we can also see in what proportion these three biases contribute to 

thee total bias. We will start by discussing the results for nonresponse bias, then the results for 

responsee bias and stimulus effects, and finally calculate the contribution of each of these three 

biases,, if present, to the total bias. 

4.4.11 Nonresponse bias 

Too be able to draw some conclusions from the occurrence of nonresponse bias in our survey, 

wee have distinguished four different groups in the sample. The first group consists of people 

whoo responded the first time they were approached by the interviewer (in the case of 

householdss with a listed telephone number) or received a mail questionnaire (in the case of 

householdss with an unlisted telephone number or no telephone). The second group are those 

peoplee who refused to cooperate the first time they were approached or did not send back the 

questionnairee but were persuaded to participate the second time they were approached. The 

thirdd group are those people who refused both times they were approached, who could not be 

reachedd by telephone or who did not send back the questionnaire the second time they 

receivedd it, but who did participate in the survey when they were visited by an interviewer. 

Thee fourth group are the final nonrespondents. 

Itt is expected that if nonresponse bias exists, die voter turnout for both the national 

andd the provincial elections (the voter turnout as registered in the official records, so that 

responsee effects can not play a role here) wil l diminish with the effort that had to be taken to 

gett the interview. In other words, the voter turnout wil l be highest in the first group and 

lowestt among the final nonrespondents. With regard to political interest, we expect to find the 

highestt level of political interest in the first group and the lowest in the third group (since we 

doo not of course know the political interest of the fourth group, the final nonrespondents). 

Thee results in Table 4.1 confirm these expectations. We see that for the national 

electionselections (Table 4.1 A) the official voter turnout among the first group of respondents is much 

higherr than among the second group of respondents, while the official voter turnout of the 

secondd group of respondents is higher than the turnout among the third group of respondents 
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andd the nonrespondents. These last two groups do not differ significantly. For the official 

voterr turnout at the provincial elections (Table 4. IB) the overall picture is the same. Finally, 

thee level of political interest (Table 4.1C) is clearly the highest among the first group of 

respondents.respondents. This level is much lower among the second and third groups of respondents. 

Tablee 4.1 - Comparison of the different groups of respondents and the nonrespondents28 

4,1.. A Voted in the 1998 national elections 
FirstFirst group Second group Third group Nonresponse Total 
(%)(%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n 

votedd 85.4 434 66.3 130 55.8 125 53.7 36 72.9 725 
didd not vote 14.6 74 33.7 66 44.2 99 46.3 31 27.1 270 
Totall  51.5 508 19.7 196 22.5 224 6.8 67 995_ 
Chi-square:: 90.204, 3 df, p=.00, cc=.288 
Comparingg first group and second group: chi-square: 32.408,1 df, p=.00, cc=.210 
Comparingg second group and third group: chi-square: 4.853, 1 df, p=.03, cc=. 107 
Comparingg third group and nonrespondents: chi-square: .090, 1 df, p=.76, cc=.018 

4.. IB. Voted in the 1999 provincial elections 
FirstFirst group Second group Third group Nonresponse Total 
(%)(%) n {%) n (%) n <%) n {%) n 

votedd 47.4 223 40.2 74 25.1 49 19.2 10 39.5 356 
didd not vote 52.6 247 59.8 110 74.9 146 80.8 42 60.5 545 
Totall  52.2 470 20.4 184 21.6 195 5.9 52 901_ 
Chi-square:: 38.250, 3 df, p=.00, cc=.202 
Comparingg first group and second group: chi-square: 2.788, 1 df, p=.09, cc=.065 
Comparingg second group and third group: chi-square: 9.833,1 df, p=.00, cc=.159 
Comparingg third group and nonrespondents: chi-square: .785, 1 df, p=.38, cc=.056 

4.1C.. Political interest 
FirstFirst group Second group Third group Total 
(%)(%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n 

interestedd 79.4 401 51.3 100 50.2 112 66.5 613 
nott 20.6 104 48.7 95 49.8 111 33.5 310 
Totall  54.7 505 21.1 195 24.2 223 923_ 
Chi-square:: 84.435, 2 df, p=.00, cc=.290 
Comparingg first group and second group: chi-square: 54.687, 1 df, p=.00, cc=.269 
Comparingg second group and third group: chi-square: 0.047, 1 df, p=.83, cc=.011 

Tablee 4.2 shows what the amount of bias would be for the three variables if the data collection 

wouldd have been stopped after having obtained the first, second and third groups of 

respondents.. When compared to the voter turnout in the total sample (for the variables 'voter 

turnoutt at the national elections' and 'voter turnout at the provincial elections') or after the 

finall  group of respondents has been obtained (the third group for 'political interest'), with a 

responsee level between 50 and 55 %, all three variables are overestimated by 8 to 13 %. When 

**  For the variable 'Voted in the 1998 National Elections', the last column adds up to the total number of sample 
elements,, for the variable 'Voted in the 1999 Provincial Elections', to the number of sample elements that were 
stilll  living in the area when the provincial elections took place and for the variable Political interest', to the 
numberr of sample elements that answered the political interest question. 
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thee response level goes up to 70 %, the overestimation of voter turnout and political interest 

stilll  ranges from 5 to 7 %. When the response level rises above 90 %, a response level which 

almostt no social survey reaches nowadays, the overestimation drops to 1 or 2 %. The results 

inn Table 4.2 are a clear indication of the existence of nonresponse bias. 

Tablee 4.2 - Nonresponse bias29 

4.2A.. Voted in the 1998 national elections 
FirstFirst group First and second First, second and third Total sample 

groupsgroups groups 

voted d 
didd not vote 
Total l 

4.2B.. Voted in 

voted d 
didd not vote 
Total l 

<%) <%) 
85.4 4 
14.6 6 
51.1 1 

bias bias 
+12.5 5 
-12.5 5 

thee 1999 provincial 
FirstFirst group 

(%) (%) 
47.4 4 
52.6 6 
47.2 2 

bias bias 
+7.9 9 
-7.9 9 

n n 
434 4 

74 4 
508 8 

elections s 

n n 
223 3 
247 7 
470 0 

(%) (%) 
80.1 1 
19.9 9 
70.8 8 

bias bias 
+7.2 2 
-7.2 2 

n n 
564 4 
140 0 
704 4 

FirstFirst and second 
groups groups 

<%>) <%>) 
45.4 4 
54.6 6 
65.7 7 

bias bias 
+5.9 9 
-5.9 9 

n n 
297 7 
357 7 
654 4 

(%) (%) 
74.2 2 
25.8 8 
93.3 3 

bias bias 
+1.3 3 
-1.3 3 

n n 
689 9 
239 9 
928 8 

First,First, second and third 
groups groups 

(%) (%) 
40.8 8 
59.2 2 
85.3 3 

bias bias 
+1.3 3 
-1.3 3 

N N 
346 6 
503 3 
849 9 

(%)(%) n 
72.99 725 
27.11 270 
1000 995 

TotalTotal sample 

(%)(%) n 
39.55 356 
60.55 545 
90.66 901 

4.2C.4.2C. Political interest 
FirstFirst group First and second groups First, second 

interested d 
not t 
Total l 

<%> <%> 
79.4 4 
20.6 6 
50.8 8 

bias bias 
++ 13.0 
-13.0 0 

n n 
401 1 
104 4 
505 5 

<%> <%> 
71.6 6 
28.4 4 
70.4 4 

bias bias 
+5.2 2 
-5.2 2 

n n 
501 1 
199 9 
700 0 

(%) (%) 
66.4 4 
33.6 6 
92.8 8 

n n 
613 3 
310 0 
923 3 

4.4.22 Response bias 

Ass we expect that answer effects will especially be present shortly after the elections and 

memoryy effects later on, we decided to split the sample in two groups. The first group consists 

off  the respondents who participated in the telephone and mail questionnaires and the second 

groupp consists of respondents who participated in the face-to-face interview. The telephone 

andd mail interviews took place shortly after the national elections, the face-to-face interview 

wass done a few months later. The shorter the time is between the moment the behaviour takes 

placee and the moment the respondent answers questions about that behaviour, the smaller the 

probabilityy will be that the respondent can not exactly remember his or her behaviour 

(Abelsonn et ah, 1992; Belli et al., 1999, Belli et al., 2001). So in the case of the telephone and 

2929 The exact distribution for the whole sample is not known as some people of the sample had moved to another 
neighbourhoodd or city. Hence, their voting behaviour at the 1999 provincial election could not be tracked down. 
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maill  interviews, the probability that memory effects will play a role in misreporting voting is 

onlyy small. This means that if we find differences between true and reported voter turnout 

thesee will mainly be due to conscious misreporting. The face-to-face interviews were done in 

Januaryy 1999, eight months after the 1998 national elections. We expect the pressure a 

nonvoterr feels to conceal that he has not voted will be larger directly after the elections than a 

feww months later. In the period right after the elections, the media will feature news about the 

electionn outcome. In the past few years, when voter turnout in each election was lower than in 

thee previous election, a lot of media attention focused on the low turnout, with disappointed 

politicianss and political analysts stressing how important it is for citizens to use their right to 

votee in a democracy. This makes it even harder for a respondent, who does feel that voting is 

importantt but did not vote for some practical reason (or has forgotten to vote or could not find 

thee time), to admit that he or she has not voted. 

Iff  our expectations are correct, we should find in the first group that almost all 

misreportss will be nonvoters who claim they have voted. As we already noted above, previous 

researchh showed that misreporting of voter turnout is mainly done by nonvoters because they 

doo not want to admit that they have not fulfilled their 'democratic duty' (Clausen, 1968; 

Granbergg and Holmberg, 1992; Kraut and McConahay, 1973; Yalch, 1976). In the first group, 

thee greater number of misreports among the nonvoters will lead to a systematic response 

error,, in other words to response bias. As forgetting things is also linked to the importance of 

thatt behaviour to a respondent or die involvement of a respondent in that behaviour (Weir, 

1975),, memory effects do not have to be equally divided between voters and nonvoters. It is 

defensiblee to suppose that voters consider politics and voting as more important tfian 

nonvoterss do and that they are more interested and involved in politics - which motivates 

themm to vote -, so they will probably be able to remember their behaviour with respect to their 

participationn in politics better than those people who are less interested or involved in politics. 

Itt would not be surprising to find more memory effects among nonvoters than among voters -

soo in this case the response error will be partly response bias and partly response variance. 

Still,, for our hypothesis that response error is mainly due to answer effects in die period 

immediatelyy after the elections and mainly due to memory effects longer after the elections to 

bee true, we have to find significantly more voters claiming not to have voted in the second 

groupp than in die first group. 

Inn Table 4.3A, we see that diere is a difference between the voter turnout that was 

foundd by checking the election lists and the voter turnout mat was reported by the respondents 

inn die first two groups - a difference of 3.4 %. So in Üiis case, misreporting leads to a 3.4% 
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overestimationn of voter turnout. The reason for this error can be found in Table 4.3B. As the 

firstt part of Table 4.3B shows, there is almost no voter who answers that he or she has not 

voted,, while 20 % of the nonvoters claim to have voted. This clearly indicates the existence of 

ann answer effect, in the direction of a socially desirable answer. 

Tablee 3 - Response bias 

4.3A.. Comparison between voter turnout according 
too the election lists and according to the self-report 
off  the respondents {only first two response groups 
aree included in the analysis) 

ElectionElection lists Self-report 
(%)(%) n (%) n 

votedd 80.1 562 83.5 586 
nott voted 19.9 140 16.5 116 
Totall  702 702 

4.3B.. Misreporting among the voters and nonvoters 
FirstFirst and second groups Third group 
votersvoters nonvoters voters nonvoters 

(%)(%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n 
correctt 99.3 558 80.0 112 67.6 75 61.1 55 
incorrectt 0.7 4 20.0 28 32.4 36 38.9 35 
Totall  562 140 1U 90_ 
Comparingg voters and nonvoters first and second groups, chi-square: 510.815, 1 df, p=.00 
Comparingg voters and nonvoters third group, chi-square: 16.499, 1 df, p=.00 

Thee second part of Table 4.3B, which presents the respondents of the third group, shows a 

totallyy different picture. According to this table, more than one-third of the respondents are 

misreports.. In line with our expectations, we find more nonvoters misreporting than voters. 

Forr both groups, the number of misreports is much higher than in the first two response 

groups30.. The data seem to support the notion that response error in voter turnout is mainly 

causedd by answer effects when the respondent is asked for his or her voter turnout shortly 

afterr the elections and is mainly caused by memory effects when there is a relatively long 

periodd between election day and the day the respondent is interviewed. This process is 

reinforcedd by the fact that those third group of respondents are in general those who take a 

lesserr interest in politics (as we saw in Table 4.2) and as those people are less interested in 

politics,, they are also more inclined to forget about their true voting behaviour. 

30 0 
Itt should be noted, though, that another factor could have played a role in causing this large mismatch 

betweenn registered and reported voter turnout. These respondents were only willing to answer a few questions 
afterr there had been at least two unsuccessful attempts to interview them. One can question their motivation to 
participatee in the survey, which means that one can question the quality of their answers. 
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4.4.33 Stimulus effect bias 

AA few days before election day we planned to approach half of the sample with a short 

questionnairee of approximately 10 minutes to ask them about their attitude towards politics 

andd elections. This questionnaire was done by phone and it was made clear to the respondents 

thatt they would be called back after election day widi more questions and to ask them if they 

hadd voted. By explicitly mentioning that they would be contacted again after election day we 

triedd to make the situation as similar as possible to regular two-wave election studies - in 

whichh respondents are also aware that they will be questioned again after the elections. It was 

impossiblee to question everyone in the half of the sample that was supposed to be the 

experimentall  group. We did not obtain the names and addresses of the sample elements until 

shortlyy before election day, which meant there was only limited time to prepare the part of the 

samplee that had to be phoned (i.e. searching for their telephone numbers). It turned out that 

forr almost 30 % of the selected sample elements we could not find a telephone number 

throughh die regular channels in time for the field work. These people could not be interviewed 

beforee election day. Moreover, some of the people that we were able to call could not be 

reached,, while others refused. In the end, 38.8 % of the selected sample elements in the 

experimentall  group were interviewed. For all the people who were not phoned, not reached or 

whoo were not willing to participate in this experiment, we do not expect a stimulus effect to 

appear. . 

Takingg this into account, we decided to divide both the experimental and the control 

groupp in three subgroups: respondents, refusers and those who were not reached31. If a 

stimuluss effect exists, we expect to find differences in voter turnout between the experimental 

andd the control group of respondents, but not for the refusers and those not reached - since die 

refuserss and those not reached were not interviewed, there is no reason why the voter turnout 

inn the experimental group among Uiose two subgroups should be higher than in the control 

group. . 

Wee have seen mat there are three sorts of stimulus effects: a learning effect, a 

Hawthornee effect and an answer effect. In our data, we are only able to distinguish between 

learningg and Hawthorne effects on the one side and answer effects on the other side. Learning 

andd Hawthorne effects both mean a change in the behaviour of the respondent In this case, it 

311 Because we were unable to interview peoplee with an unlisted telephone number in the pre-election interview, 
wee consider all people with an unlisted telephone number as not reached, both in the experimental and in the 
controll  subsample in order to keep both subsamples comparable. 
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meanss that the respondents will vote more often. Answer effects only mean a change in the 

reportingg of behaviour, not in real behaviour. So when greater differences between voter 

turnoutt in the experimental and in the control group are found for self-reported voter turnout 

thann for the officially registered voter turnout, this indicates that answer effects exist. In Table 

4.4AA we have compared the experimental and control group subsamples for the officially 

registeredd turnout and in Table 4.4B we have compared both subsamples for the self-reported 

turnout.. In these tables, only the first two groups of respondents were included, because as we 

havee already seen, answer effects appeared in those two groups, while in the third group of 

respondentss mainly memory effects seemed to appear. 

Thee results in Table 4.4A are somewhat surprising: although none of the found 

differencess between the three subgroups is significant we find a substantially higher voter 

turnoutt in all three subgroups in the experimental group in comparison to the control group. 

Thee combination of the fact that the differences are not significant on the 5 %-level and that 

differencess are found for all three subgroups instead of only for the respondents, leads us to 

believee that this result is a consequence of random sampling error. So our data do not support 

thee existence of a learning effect or a Hawthorne effect. 

Theree is still a possibility that answer effects exist as a result of a stimulus effect It is 

nott inconceivable that people who were questioned before election day and who when asked 

aboutt their vote intention, claimed they were going to vote whereas in the end they did not, 

aree inclined to claim they voted when asked about their voting behaviour after the elections. 

Peoplee may find it difficult to admit that they have not done something that they said they 

weree going to do. As they are aware that the interviewer does not know whether they have 

votedd or not, they can misreport their voting behaviour without the risk of being exposed as a 

liar.. If such a process has taken place, the difference in voter turnout between the 

experimentall  group and the control group should be larger for the self-reported voter turnout 

thann for the true voter turnout. 

Thiss hypothesis is not supported by Table 4.4B. The level of voter turnout is higher for 

self-reportedd voter turnout than for officially registered voter turnout, which is in line with the 

resultt found with respect to response bias, but since in none of the three groups the official 

turnoutt differs significantly from the self-reported turnout - also not in the group of 

respondentss where we had expected such a difference to occur -, we have to conclude that no 

prooff  is foundd for the existence of an answer effect as a result of a stimulus effect. 
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Tablee 4.4 - Stimulus effects 

4.4A.. Comparison 
Experimental Experimental 
group group 

voted d 
didd not vote 
Total l 
ControlControl group 

voted d 
didd not vote 
Total l 

off  the registered 

Respondents Respondents 

(%) (%) 
89.6 6 
10.4 4 
42.9 9 

n n 
173 3 
20 0 

193 3 
Respondents Respondents 

(%) (%) 
83.8 8 
16.2 2 
45.8 8 

n n 
191 1 
37 7 

228 8 

turnoutt in the experimental 
Refusers Refusers 

<%) <%) 
72.8 8 
27.2 2 
27.8 8 

n n 
91 1 
34 4 

125 5 
Refusers Refusers 

(%) (%) 
66.2 2 
33.8 8 
29.7 7 

n n 
98 8 
50 0 

148 8 

andd the control group 
NotNot reached 

(%) (%) 
60.6 6 
39.4 4 
29.3 3 

n n 
80 0 
52 2 

132 2 
NotNot reached 

(%> (%> 
50.0 0 
50.0 0 
24.5 5 

n n 
61 1 
61 1 

122 2 

Total Total 

(%) (%) 
76.4 4 
23.6 6 
100 0 

Total Total 

(%> (%> 
70.3 3 
29.7 7 
100 0 

n n 
344 4 
106 6 
450 0 

n n 
350 0 
148 8 
498 8 

Comparisonn respondents experimental and control group - chi-square: 3.072, 1 df, p=.08. cc=.085 
Comparisonn refusers experimental and control group - chi-square: 1.379, 1 df, p=.24, cc=.071 
Comparisonn not reached experimental and control group - chi-square: 2.888, 1 df, p=.09, cc=.106 
Comparisonn total experimental and control group - chi-square: 4.578, 1 df, p=.03, cc=.069 

4.4B.. Comparison of the experimental and the control group for first and second groups of respondents for self-
reportedd and registered voter turnout. 

RespondentsRespondents Refusers 
experimentalexperimental control experimental control 

Self-reported Self-reported 
voted d 
didd not 

Registered Registered 
voted d 
didd not 

93.8 8 
6.2 2 

91.0 0 
9.0 0 

167 7 
11 1 

178 8 

162 2 
16 6 

178 8 

87.7 7 
12.3 3 

83.8 8 
16.2 2 

200 0 
28 8 

228 8 

191 1 
37 7 

228 8 

73.8 8 
26.2 2 

72.3 3 
27.7 7 

48 8 
17 7 
65 5 

47 7 
18 8 
65 5 

73.3 3 
26.7 7 

71.1 1 
28.9 9 

66 6 
24 4 
90 0 

64 4 
26 6 
90 0 

NOTEE - None of the differences between self-reported and registered turnout is significant on the 5 %-level 

NotNot reached Total Total 
experimental experimental control control experimental experimental control control 

Self-reported Self-reported 
voted d 
didd not 

Registered Registered 
voted d 
didd not 

80.0 0 
20.0 0 

70.9 9 
29.1 1 

44 4 
11 1 
55 5 

39 9 
16 6 
55 5 

65.4 4 
34.6 6 

61.5 5 
38.5 5 

34 4 
18 8 
52 2 

32 2 
20 0 
52 2 

86.9 9 
13.1 1 

83.2 2 
16.8 8 

259 9 
39 9 

298 8 

248 8 
50 0 

298 8 

81.1 1 
18.9 9 

77.6 6 
22.4 4 

300 0 
70 0 

370 0 

287 7 
83 3 

370 0 

NOTEE - None of the differences between self-reported and registered turnout is significant on the 5 %-level 

4.4.44 Contribution to total bias 

Noww that we have looked at the three different biases, the next step is to get an indication of 

theirr contribution to the total bias. As we did not find proof of bias as a result of a stimulus 

effectt in our data, we wil l only take nonresponse bias and response bias into account. We 

choosee voter turnout at the national elections to test what the share of each single error is in 

thee total bias in this variable. As it is interesting to see whether different levels of nonresponse 

alsoo lead to a change in the relative share of each of the errors in the total bias, we have 
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distinguishedd three response levels: the response level after the first group of respondents was 

obtaintedd (51.1 %), after the second group was obtainted (70.6 %) and after the third group 

wass obtained (90.9 %)32. 

Tablee 4.5 - Contribution of nonresponse bias and response bias to the total bias 
ResponseResponse level 

51,1%51,1% 70.6% 90.9% 
turnoutturnout 9c com turnout % com turnout % com 

Samplee 72.9 72.9 72.9 
addingg nonresponse bias 85.4 80.6 80.1 67.9 74.6 41.5 
addingg response bias 88.4 19.4 83.5 32.1 77.0 58.5 

Inn Table 4.5 we start in the first row, with the official voter turnout as it was found in the total 

sample.. In the second row we have added the nonresponse bias obtained from the officially 

registeredd voter turnout among the respondents. We again see that the higher the response 

levell  is, the smaller the nonresponse bias in the turnout becomes. For a response level of 51.1 

%,%, a turnout level of 85.4 % is found among the respondents - 12.5 percentage points higher 

thann the turnout level in the sample -, while for a response level of 90.9 %, the biased turnout 

off  74.6 % is only 1.7 percentage points higher than the real turnout. In the third row, response 

biass is added by using the self-reported voter turnout instead of the officially registered voter 

turnoutt for the respondents. 

Whenn we look at the relative contribution of each of the single errors to the total bias 

wee see that with a response level of up to 70%, more than two-thirds of the error is 

nonresponsee bias. Only when the response level is more than 90% (something that is almost 

neverr reached in election research), does the response bias contribute more to the total bias 

thann the nonresponse bias does. 

4.55 Discussion 

Inn this chapter, we have taken a look at three important components of total bias in survey 

research:: nonresponse bias, response bias and bias as the result of a stimulus effect. As it is 

generallyy known in election research that voter turnout is overestimated, we took voter 

turnoutt at the Dutch 1998 national elections and 1999 provincial elections as our main focus. 

Wee found clear proof for the existence of nonresponse bias and response bias in our data, but 

wee were not able to demonstrate the presence of bias as a result of a stimulus effect. 

""  Respondents who answered some questions, but did not answer the question about their voter turnout in the 
nationall  elections, were regarded as nonrespondents here. 
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Ourr focus was on determining the proportion of the different kinds of bias we 

distinguished,, to the total bias. When we look at the size of the contribution of the two biases 

thatt were present in our data, to the total bias, it is clear that the most serious distortion is 

causedd by nonresponse bias - which is in agreement with the results found by Swaddle and 

Heatt (1987). Moreoever, we demonstrated how the relative contribution of nonresponse bias 

too the total bias grows when the response level goes down. For a response level of 70 %, a 

levell  most survey researchers in the Netherlands can only dream of in these times of rising 

nonresponsee (Hox and De Leeuw, 1994), two-thirds of the total bias is the result of 

nonresponsee bias. Only when the response level goes up to 90 %, the contribution of response 

biass to the total bias becomes bigger man the contribution of nonresponse bias. So it seems 

theree is more reason to worry about what nonresponse bias does to survey results than to 

worryy about the effects of response bias on these results. 

Ourr results indicate that persuading nonrespondents to reconsider their refusal will 

leadd to lower levels of nonresponse bias, so of total bias. The more difficult it is to persuade a 

groupp to participate in the questionnaire, the more the group seems to resemble the 

nonrespondents.. The method that we used of only asking the hardcore refusers a few 

importantt questions, proved to be a good method to get at least some information about the 

hardcoree refusers and about the way in which they differ from the respondents. Using mixed 

modess of data collection can also be useful to reach higher response levels (Dillman and 

Tarnai,, 1988). There is wide literature about other methods that can be used to raise response 

levels,, for example working with incentives (Church, 1993; James and Bolstein, 1992; Shettle 

andd Mooney, 1999; Singer, 2002; Singer et al., 2000; Yammarino et al., 1991), sending 

introductionn letters to all potential respondents before they are contacted for the first time by 

ann interviewer (Dillman et al., 1976; Lynn et al., 1998; Yammarino et al., 1991) or explicitly 

indicatingg in the questionnaire that nonrespondents will be followed up if they do not respond 

(McKee,, 1992). 

Althoughh the contribution of response bias to the total bias was, for response levels 

thatt are usually found in survey research, much smaller than that of nonresponse bias, it still is 

importantt to also try to minimize response bias - also because recent research showed that 

responsee bias in election surveys can distort relations between variables (Bernstein et al., 

2001).. The most important way to prevent response bias is to take away the pressure of social 

desirability.. This can be done by using more anonymous ways of data collection, for example 

Computerr Assisted Self Interviews (CASI, see Saris, 1991; Couper et al., 1998) or the 

randomizedd response method (Chaudhuri and Mukerjee, 1988; Fox and Tracy, 1986; Van der 
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Heijdenn et al., 2000; Warner, 1965); or by explicitly pointing out the possibility of answer 

effectss to respondents (Belli et al., 1999). This last method was used for reporting voting 

behaviourr and Belli et al. showed that the method did lead to lower levels of overreporting of 

voting.. The best way to prevent memory effects is to conduct the survey as soon as possible 

afterr the behaviour which is the subject of the research, took place. Giving the respondents 

referencess to place their behaviour in a certain context using so-called Event History 

Calendarss is another possibility (Belli et al, 2001a; Freedman et al., 1988). 

Wee were not able to demonstrate the existence of a stimulus effect. This does not 

meann that this kind of bias should not be an issue in election research. In contrast with the pre-

electionn questionnaires of most National Election studies that are done face-to-face and which 

takee up to an hour, our pre-election questionnaire was done by phone and only lasted a few 

minutes.. In our survey, the contact between the respondent and the interviewer seemed to be 

tooo short and too superficial to have any lasting effect on the respondent. As can be found in 

otherr research where the existence of bias as a result of a stimulus effect is demonstrated, for 

aa more intensive pre-election questionnaire a different result is found (see chapter 2). 

Ourr results in this survey are not simply generalizable to regular election surveys, as 

mostt of these have a different design with lengthy face-to-face pre- and post-election 

questionnaires.. But our results do point towards a possible solution to the problem of the 

stimuluss effect in election research. A researcher should try to keep the pre-election 

questionnairee as short as possible, instead of asking a lot of questions in the pre-election 

questionnairee that could be asked after the elections. In this way, it is possible to minimize the 

biass resulting from a stimulus effect (as we have seen in this survey), while some important 

dataa can still be gathered before election day. 


