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Conduct a realistic  comparison of 

interviewer -assisted & online data (as well 

as benchmarks) to determine the 

compatibility of typical online survey 

research.   
 



¾Many comparisons of interviewer -
assisted & online data treat existing 
probabilistic data as a benchmark (e.g. 
Yeager et al. 2011; Terhanian & Bremer, 
2012) 
 

¾Many online samples used in these 
comparisons are derived from non -
standard online sources (e.g. Knowledge 
Networks)  



¾How similar are the modes on a uniform 

study? 

¾How do we make good benchmark 

comparisons?  

¾Can we quantify the bias in our data?  

¾Do the benefits of RDD sampling 

outweigh the costs?  



 
¾Conducted by the Advertising Research 

Foundation using data from seventeen 
online sample sources  

¾An analysis of the current state of online 
research  

¾~70,000 interviews panel & river and 1,000 
phone on omnibus survey  

¾Covers topics such as response quality, 
question design, weighting and quota 
controls  

 



 
¾When determining best practices, we 

need to rate relative performance  
¾How do we keep score?  
¾Similarity to Benchmarks?  
¾Random sampling is theoretically the 

golden standard, but how well is it 
performing?  
ÅShould phone RDD component should be our 

baseline?  



¾Bars indicate the distance of phone data and 

benchmarks respectively from our online 

estimates 

*No benchmark data available  ^No phone data available  



¾Large deviations from benchmarks seem to 
appear on questions that seem òsensitiveó 

¾Conforms to established theories of òSocial 
Desirabilityó (e.g. Philips & Clancy, 1972) 

¾Interviewer -assisted modes have been 
shown to be more susceptible to effects of 
social desirability. (e.g. Baker, Zahs & Popa, 
2004) 
ÅFOQ2 Phone 
ÅMost benchmark surveys (exceptions: the ACS has 

mail and online component, ANES 2012 has an online 
component)  

 



¾There is substantial literature that supports the 

contention that there is a social desirability bias 

in surveys.  

But what share of the differences we see are due 

to social desirability  and what share are due to 

sample frame differences?  

 

¾By treating phone as a reference, we assume 

Sampling Bias > Social Desirability Bias, but is 

this true? 

 

 



¾ If we assume that benchmarks may be 
susceptible to bias, there is no known ôtrueõ mean 
of any survey metric  

¾We must instead measure bias and work 
backwards  

¾Respondents should be able to predict which 
questions induce social desirability bias  
ÅSocially desirable responding is theoretically conscious 

(Carver, Glass & Katz, 1978) 

ÅFrisina & Thomas (2007) proved they can predict 
direction, but they could not predict magnitude as well  



¾Asked 1,000 demographically -balanced 
online respondents:  
ÅòPlease read each question carefully and tell us how likely 

it is that the average respondent would misrepresent 
themselves and by how much.ó 

 

Å1-5 Scale from òPeople are likely to provide a much lower 
answer than is actually the caseó to òPeople are likely to 
provide a much higher answeró 

 

¾Asked each question from FOQ2 that either:  
ÅWas present in both phone & online modes  
ÅHad a valid benchmark value  

 



¾We call the resulting value òItem-Specific 

Social Desirability Ratingó (ISSDR) 

¾Average scores were zero -centered  

¾Comparisons to modal deviations show a 

very good fit  



Respondentsõ ratings 

of the likelihood and 

magnitude of 

dishonesty adhered 

very closely to 

observed 

differences between 

modes.   

R=0.88 

Item  
Phone -Online 

Deviation  ISSDR 

Drinks in Past Year  -0.152 -0.59 

Smoking Frequency  -0.134 -0.46 

100 Cigarettes in Life  -0.087 -0.36 

12 Drinks in Life  -0.029 -0.09 

Have Cell Phone  -0.018 0.16 

Hours of sleep/night  0.000 0.04 

Days under -slept  0.001 0.09 

Married  0.019 0.03 

Driver's License  0.021 0.20 

Proportion of calls on cell  0.052 0.09 

Valid Passport  0.083 0.10 

Self-reported health  0.090 0.52 

Religiosity  0.117 0.44 

Church Attendance  0.122 0.57 

Hours working/week  0.127 0.26 

Strengthening Phys. Activity  0.429 0.70 

Vigorous Phys. Activity  0.454 0.63 


