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The purpose of this note is to set out some of the methodological procedures and decisions 
underpinning the surveys conducted as part of the Comparative Analysis of Social Spaces in Post-
Industrial Nations (CASSPIN) project and to report efforts to adjudicate data quality. The 
intention is for it to act as a reference point for publications that draw on the survey data, thus 
obviating the need to repeat all the information in every instance.   

The surveys were designed and first delivered in the US and Germany in 2017 by the global 
market research firm GfK Belgium after an open tendering process. Respondents were recruited 
to the surveys through random digit dialling (RDD), with contact attempts occurring in the 
daytime and the evenings, and fieldwork consisted of computer assisted telephone interviews 
(CATI). Although the samples were drawn from across the respective nations, there was a 
purposive over-sample of the Chicago and Berlin areas, with a target of 20 percent of respondents 
in each national survey, to facilitate follow-up in-person qualitative interviews.   

The telephone interviews were conceived to last around 30 minutes in total and started with 
questions on lifestyles before gathering social demographics in the second part of the survey. The 
30-minute mark was chosen because this is considered to be the upper threshold above which 
telephone interviews are deemed too long and create problems of ‘satisficing’ responses.1 We 
nonetheless conducted tests to consider whether satisficing was an issue in our final dataset. 
Investigating questions using 0-10 scales from different points of the survey, we examined the 
tendency toward common ‘satisficing’ answers (0,5,10, don’t know/refusal) and found no 
obvious bias or increase with survey progression.  

The initial phase of fieldwork in the US and Germany produced samples that were skewed toward 
older people and the highly educated.2 To remedy this, the survey company was commissioned 
to conduct a second phase of fieldwork in 2017-18 targeting the underrepresented age and 
educational groups so that the distributions for the final sample combining data from the two 
phases would match those recorded in the 2011 Census for Germany and the 2016 Current 
Population Survey (CPS) for the US. Data were collected via RDD again, but with age/education 
screening questions to deduce eligibility. Post-stratification weights were then constructed to 
counteract residual discrepancies. In the US sample the weight variable included gender, age and 
region, using the CPS as a benchmark; in the German sample there was a residual 
overrepresentation of younger people whose fathers did not hold degrees (whether or not they 
themselves held degrees), so the weighting variable included gender, region and age crossed with 
father’s education level using the 2016 European Social Survey (ESS) as a benchmark.3 

 
1 Holbrook, A. L., Green, M. C., and Krosnick, J. A. (2003). ‘Telephone versus face-to-face interviewing of 
national probability samples with long questionnaires: Comparisons of respondent satisficing and social 
desirability response bias.’ Public Opinion Quarterly, 67(1), 79-125; Roberts, C., Eva, G., Allum, N., & Lynn, 
P. (2010). ‘Data quality in telephone surveys and the effect of questionnaire length: A cross-national 
experiment’ ISER Working Paper Series., No. 2010-36. 
2 The survey in Sweden was undertaken after the problems of the US and German fieldwork transpired, so 
we built an age by education quota into the fieldwork from the start, with the latest census as a benchmark, 
and weighted for age, gender and region (Stockholm was over-sampled). Obvious nonresponse bias was 
not observed. 
3 Weights were designed with a goal of an effective sample size of 85 percent, in line with the standard for 
social surveys like the ESS. 



GfK did not retain data on response rates for apparent data protection reasons,4 though they 
reported typical response rates for this kind of survey – using similar recruitment methods and 
of a similar length in the same countries – of between two and six percent. This is very low 
compared to many standard surveys collected by public agencies and academic consortia, which 
aim for between 40 and 70 percent, but in line with rates recorded by other polling/market 
research agencies using RDD.5 Since response rate is traditionally used to judge survey quality, 
we should make several contextualising points.   

First, response rates to surveys have been steadily declining over the last few decades across the 
board, that is, for market research surveys and for surveys hosted by public agencies and 
academic consortia, such as the ESS, with posited reasons including survey fatigue, the influence 
of social media and more time-pressured lives.6 Even surveys usually considered to be high 
quality are achieving much lower response rates than in the past. Second, Germany has always 
experienced low response rates compared to other countries. In the ESS, for instance, the 
response rates in waves 5 (2010), 6 (2012), 7 (2014) for Germany were the lowest out the 36 
countries studied and by a large margin, in some cases being lower by as much as 40 percentage 
points.7  

Third, a considerable factor in explaining low response rates (and potentially high 
refusal/dropout rate) relative to others is the recruitment method.8 Most high-budget public 
surveys achieving or aiming for higher response rates, including the ESS or the International 
Social Survey Programme (which is often embedded in state-sponsored surveys), typically use 
multiple modes of contact (telephone, mail, face-to-face) and pursue multiple points of contact (i.e. 
follow-up) for the same individuals in order to then arrange an interview at a convenient time 
(which often takes place face-to-face). With RDD, on the other hand, non-contact is simply a case 
of someone not picking up the telephone on one occasion; refusal is simply a case of saying no 
and/or hanging up immediately; and dropout can occur through lost connection or hanging up. 
In other words, the technology and the lower ‘costs’ of not participating or of dropping out in one-
shot telephone research are likely to be as responsible for the low response rates as anything else.  

Finally, the main problem of low response rates is widely recognised to be nonresponse bias, i.e. 
the skew of samples toward certain subpopulations. There is no direct or straightforward 
correlation between response rates and nonresponse bias, however: very low response rates do 
not necessarily yield very high nonresponse bias and falling response rates do not translate into 
worsening nonresponse bias.9 Moreover, nonresponse bias would be problematic if we were 
attempting to draw firm conclusions on the frequency distributions of single variables, e.g. trying 
to draw definitive inferences on the rates of attending classical concerts for the German 

 
4 The explanation was that data necessary to calculate response rates had to be deleted after fieldwork was 
completed because it included telephone numbers. 
5 E.g. Kennedy, C., & Hartig, H. (2019) ‘Response rates in telephone surveys have resumed their decline’. 
Available at: https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/02/27/response-rates-in-telephone-
surveys-have-resumed-their-decline/ 
6 National Research Council (2013) Nonresponse in Social Science Surveys: A Research Agenda. Washington, 
DC: The National Academies Press; Dutwin, D. and Lavrakas, P. (2016) ‘Trends in Telephone Outcomes, 
2008–2015’ Survey Practice, 9:1–9; Beullens, K., Loosveldt G., Vandenplas C. and Stoop I. (2018) ‘Response 
Rates in the European Social Survey: Increasing, Decreasing, or a Matter of Fieldwork Efforts?’ Survey 
Methods: Insights from the Field. Available at https://surveyinsights.org/?p=9673. 
7 Beullens et al, op cit, p. 7. 
8 Brick, J. M., and Williams, D. (2012) ‘Explaining Rising Nonresponse Rates in Cross-Sectional Surveys’ The 
ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 645(1): 36–59; Kennedy and Hartig, op cit. 
9 Groves, R., & Peytcheva, E. (2008) ‘The Impact of Nonresponse Rates on Nonresponse Bias: A Meta-
Analysis’ Public Opinion Quarterly, 72: 167–189; Keeter, S., Hatley, N., Kennedy, C., & Lau, A. (2017) 
‘Telephone polls still provide accurate data on a wide range of social, demographic and political variables, 
but some weaknesses persist’. Available at: https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/2017/05/15/what-
low-response-rates-mean-for-telephone-surveys/ (accessed 15.04.2021). 

https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/2017/05/15/what-low-response-rates-mean-for-telephone-surveys/
https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/2017/05/15/what-low-response-rates-mean-for-telephone-surveys/


population. Instead, we are interested in the relational configuration of a wide range of variables, 
i.e. multivariate analysis, for which nonresponse is considered less problematic.10 Most 
important, however, is the fact that we did encounter nonresponse bias in the first phase of the 
fieldwork, i.e. the overrepresentation of older and higher educated individuals, and the additional 
sampling of underrepresented groups was designed specifically to counteract this problem.  

To check the quality of the final German and US datasets we compared them against well-
respected high-response social surveys. For Germany we selected the General Social Survey 
(Allbus), a public survey conducted with meticulous attention to survey methodology and 
regularly achieving high response rates (in the German context) based on face-to-face interviews. 
The most recent edition of Allbus that includes at least some questions about cultural 
consumption comparable to the ones in the CASSPIN survey is the one from 2014 (response rate 
35 percent, n=3,471). We took two questions shared by both surveys – frequency of reading and 
frequency of playing video games, recorded in binaries (do/don’t do) – and compared univariate 
distributions using weighed data. Differences in positive responses on reading (Allbus=83 
percent; CASSPIN=85 percent) and video games (Allbus=38 percent; CASSPIN=39 percent) 
between the surveys were less than three percentage points. We conducted further multivariate 
analyses, using Cramer’s V as a yardstick, to determine the most closely associated 
sociodemographic features of each practice out of age, gender and education level. In both cases, 
the strongest single predictors – and the directions of the associations – were the same in both 
surveys: age for video games (Cramer’s V in Allbus=0.400; in CASSPIN=0.303) and education for 
reading (Cramer’s V in Allbus=0. 195; in CASSPIN=0. 239). 

In the US case we compared the dataset against the US subsample of the International Social 
Survey’s (ISSP) 2007 module on Leisure Time and Sports (response rate 77 percent, n=1,536). 
We compared responses on three comparator variables held to be minimally affected by the ten-
year time lag: frequency of reading (weekly/less than weekly), frequency of watching television 
and favourite sport to watch. Rates of weekly reading were very similar (ISSP=41 percent; 
CASSPIN=40 percent), as are Cramer’s V figures when broken down by education level 
(ISSP=0.151, CASSPIN=0.134). Television watching was measured on different scales (hours 
versus days), precluding confident recourse to Cramer’s V, but the rate of watching television at 
least several times a week (87 percent) in the ISSP was the same as the rate of typically watching 
at least 1 hour of television per weekday (88 percent) in the CASSPIN survey, both of which are 
taken as indicators of the prevailing watching patterns. Slightly different options were offered for 
favourite sport to watch, but in both surveys the most popular sport was American football 
(ISSP=23 percent, CASSPIN=27 percent) followed by baseball (ISSP=12 percent, CASSPIN=10 
percent) and basketball (ISSP=11 percent, CASSPIN=13 percent), with all other options attracting 
far fewer responses, and the rate of not watching sports at all was similar (ISSP=27 percent, 
CASSPIN=24 percent). If sport watching is recoded into a binary watch/don’t watch variable, then 
the most closely associated independent variable (vis-a-vis education and age) in both cases, by 
some margin, is gender (Cramer’s V in ISSP=0.201; in CASSPIN=0.165.). 

All in all, we are confident that the data and the results compare satisfactorily against data from 
respected data sources. They should, nevertheless, be treated cautiously, i.e. as suggestive rather 
than definitive, which is good practice in any case. Ultimately, they are the product of a trade-off, 
that is, accepting lower response rates in order to have bespoke questions and a respectable 
sample size. This trade-off was driven not only by matters of economy (i.e. maximal achievement 
within the budget of a single research project) but by scientific principles, namely, the desire to 
avoid the analytical limits and traps of secondary data designed by someone else for different 
purposes – the absence of questions on luxury or the overemphasis on youth culture/high culture, 

 
10 Amaya, A., & Presser, S. (2017) ‘Nonresponse Bias for Univariate and Multivariate Estimates of Social 
Activities and Roles’ Public Opinion Quarterly, 81(1): 1–36; Martikainen, P., Laaksonen, M., Piha, K., & 
Lallukka, T. (2007) ‘Does survey non-response bias the association between occupational social class and 
health?’ Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, 35(2): 212–215. 



for instance – which, when trying to chart a multidimensional space of lifestyles and its 
homologies rather than build scales or regression models for single outcome variables, are 
particularly consequential.    

 


