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Abstract: The hold period between the initial refusal and the follow-up conversion attempt may be 
used as a strategic tool to improve conversion rates. We argue that longer hold periods result in 
better conversion rates, particularly among hard-to-convert refusals. In this article we will first 
investigate to what extend and in which manner survey authorities exert this elapsed time as an 
active survey instrument. Contact sheet data show that different national survey coordinators 
deploy different strategies with regard to this hold period. In the Netherlands, intentional survey 
tactics can be disentangled, whereas Swiss contact data show that the length of the hold period is a 
mere result other fieldwork conditions. Actual conversion success seems to be consistently dependent 
upon the hold period between the initial refusal and the follow-up contact. 
 

Key words: refusal conversion, elapsed time, hold period, European Social Survey, contact sheet 
data, survey nonresponse, fieldwork strategy. 
 

1. Introduction 

Refusal conversion is a strategy that is recommended to the participating countries in 
the European Social Survey (ESS). This technique consists of reissuing initially 
reluctant sample units. Some time after the initial refusal, a (new) interviewer re-
approaches the prospective respondent and tries to achieve cooperation. The 
conversion of refusals may be advisable in order to enhance response rates on the one 
hand or to detect traces of nonresponse bias that is attributable to noncooperation on 
the other hand. Since refusals are often ‘soft refusals’ and therefore influenced by the 
circumstances and the mood of the potential respondent at the time of the first 
participation request, refusal conversion attempts can be reasonable successful (Billiet, 
Philippens, Fitzgerald & Stoop, 2007; Loosveldt, Carton & Billiet, 2004). Rejection of a 
survey request is consequently not a permanent state. It is however unclear under 
which conditions refusal conversion achieves optimal results. Survey authorities 
dispose of some tools that possibly affect the conversion outcomes: systematic selection 
of (the most promising) refusals, incentives, the elapsed time between the initial refusal 
and the conversion attempt and finally the employable interviewer staff. This 
contribution seeks to examine the effect of the elapsed time between the initial refusal 
and the first conversion contact on the conversion success. Also, the conditions under 
which this hold period operates will be examined. 

First, an overview will be given of previous research with regard to this topic. Then, 
the ESS data will be briefly presented. Thereafter, some insight will be provided to 
what extend the elapsed time is constrained by other fieldwork tools and 
circumstances such as the approaching fieldwork deadlines, the deployment of new 
interviewers or prior knowledge about the reluctant sample unit. Finally, the effect of 
the elapsed time on conversion success will be estimated. 

 2



2. Literature overview 

Relative to its response rates, refusal conversion is perceived as rather expensive. It is 
therefore obvious that researchers have been looking for the optimal circumstances in 
which conversion attempts result in a fair return on investment. Several studies have 
tried to understand the factors that explain variation in success rates of refusal 
conversion attempts. Determinants originate both from the side of the sample units 
(e.g. reasons for refusals, refusal by target person versus informant refusal) as well as 
from the side of the implementation of survey tools: incentives, cooling-off period 
between initial refusal and reattempt and the choice for a new interviewer to conduct 
the conversion attempt (Fuse & Xie, 2007; Groves, et al, 1999; Kropf et al., 1999; Stoop, 
2005). Switching interviewers is considered as a helpful tool to stimulate survey 
cooperation (Groves & Couper, 1998, p.291). The underlying assumption is that new 
interviewers can more easily refer to a previous refusal in which they did not take part 
themselves. This permits to ask refusals what their particular concerns are towards 
survey cooperation and allows to tailor survey participation to the respondents’ state 
of affairs. Thereby, Groves and Couper implicitly assume the new interviewer to be a 
more experienced or simply a better one. Some research has already been carried out to 
understand the effect of the time between the refusal and conversion attempt on the 
success rate (Triplett, 2002; Triplett, Scheib & Blair, 2001; Groves & Couper, 1998). 
Researchers thereby seem to acknowledge the importance of timing as an instrument 
to succeed in fieldwork operations. The Survey Research Center of the University of 
Maryland investigated in a telephone survey between Spring 1995 and Summer 2000 
the conversion success of different amounts of elapsed time between the initial refusal 
and the first conversion attempt. Triplett found that the conversion rates were worse 
during the first six days after the original refusal. After waiting seven days, the success 
rate of converting refusals is fairly stable. There seems to be a peak in conversion 
success immediately after one week with respect to refusals by an informant or proxy. 
About nine days after the initial refusal, the success rate among target refusals also 
peaks. Edwards et al (2004), however, found no relation at all between the length of the 
hold period after an initial refusal for an RDD screening interview and the success of 
conversion follow-up. These findings pertain exclusively to telephone surveys, in 
which refusal conversion is more frequently used.  

Because no specific evidence is available concerning face-to-face surveys and the 
findings with regard to telephone survey are not unequivocal, it may be adequate to 
use the ESS data in order to investigate the effect of the hold period on refusal 
conversion success in face-to-surveys. As a working hypothesis, we assume that longer 
hold periods will probably lead to better conversion results, since the dependence 
between two related events generally decreases as the time gap between the events 
increases (Verbeke & Molenberghs, 2000). The presence of this serial correlation will 
probably facilitate a second refusal immediately after the initial refusal is recorded, 
particularly in the case of a hard refusal. This rather pragmatic approach may urge 
survey authorities to postpone a renewed request to cooperate. Therefore, paragraph 4 
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will first focus on possible strategies on behalf of coordinating team. On the one hand, 
the hold period can be induced deliberately in order to improve conversion rates. This 
entails an extension of the hold period, particularly among those refusals who are 
believed to be hard to convert (refusal by target or refusal of whom the initial 
interviewer thought he or she would definitely not participate in the future). On the 
other hand, the hold period may be a mere result of exogenous fieldwork conditions 
such as time pressure or the deployment of a fresh interviewer. Paragraph 0 will 
subsequently be concerned with the actual effect of the elapsed time between initial 
refusal and follow-up attempt on conversion success. 

3. Data 

The European Social Survey (ESS), second round will be used for this study. The ESS is 
a biennial and multi-country survey covering over 20 nations. The first round was 
fielded in 2002/2003, the second in 2004/2005. The main goal of the ESS is to screen and 
explain Europe’ s changing institutions, its political and economic structures, the 
populations’ beliefs, attitudes and behaviour. Furthermore, it seeks to meet the highest 
methodological standards of cross-national or cross-cultural survey research. 
Therefore, the Central Coordination Team tries to ensure a high level of consistency 
and standardisation through various precise procedures and protocols such as the 
sampling design, questionnaires, translation issues and fieldwork specifications. Two 
main targets were set with respect to the quality of the obtained sample: the proportion 
of noncontacts should not exceed 3% of all sampled units, and the minimum target 
response rate should be 70%. In order to reach this rather high response rate, the 
different countries had several techniques at their disposal such as the use of 
incentives, reissuing refusals or re-approaching noncontacts (Billiet & Pleysier, 2007). 
By means of contact forms these fieldwork procedures could be monitored fairly 
accurately. Contact forms can be considered to be a valuable survey tool, as they keep 
track of the actions that have been undertaken to contact and identify the respondent, 
the outcome at each visit, reasons for occasional refusal, times and dates of the visits, 
neighbourhood information, assessment by the interviewer of the future cooperation 
likelihood and the contact mode of each visit. These contact form data will be of crucial 
importance to study refusal conversion efforts and results. However, collecting, 
structuring and processing contact data requires some efforts from the interviewers, 
the survey organisation as well as from the researcher. There are three main reasons 
that can be mentioned to indicate the difficulties that are encountered when analysing 
contact sheet data. Firstly, contact data consist of different levels of observation, 
indicating a rather complex data structure: each visit is nested in exactly one sample 
unit and exactly one interviewer. The levels of sample units and interviewers are 
crossed: one sample unit may be treated by many interviewers and one interviewer 
may be assigned to multiple sample units. Secondly, the assessment of the contact 
forms showed that data quality can be severely affected in some countries at several 
stages of the data collection process (Symons, Matsuo, Beullens & Billiet, 2008). 
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Inconsistencies were detected as interviewers did not succeed in properly following 
the pre-structured trail or routing of the contact sheets. Also, refusal information was 
in many cases not sufficiently filled out (the number of visit at which the refusal 
occurred, an assessment by the interviewer of the future cooperation probability, the 
reason for refusal, the gender of the respondent and an estimation of the age of the 
sample unit). The exact date and time of the contact attempt have to be filled in. In 
many cases there is a missing value on the day of the week, date, month, hour and 
minute of the attempt. In addition, subsequent attempts have to be sorted 
chronologically and the day and date of the attempt have to be in correspondence to 
the calendar. Regarding these inconsistencies and missingness, it is striking that some 
variables are more prone to mistakes than other variables. This might imply that the 
structure of the contact form has left space to vagueness and confusion among the 
interviewers. Thirdly, legal impediments restrict the registration of contact related 
data, leading to incomplete data in particularly Scandinavian countries. These are the 
main reason why only a limited subset of countries will be reviewed. For the empirical 
section, only data of the second round of the European Social Survey from Germany 
(DE), the Netherlands (NL) and Switzerland (CH) will be used. These countries have a 
considerable amount of converted refusals (>100) and dispose of a satisfactory level of 
contact sheet data quality. A brief overview of the response figures and the results of 
refusal conversion programs is provided by the next two tables. 

Contrary to the stipulated response quality benchmarks, none of the three countries 
achieved a response rate of 70%, as indicated by Table 3.1. In this respect, these figures 
reproduce the general findings regarding response rates fairly well: among the 26 
participating countries, only six realise the imposed 70% response rate1. The 
Netherlands and Switzerland seem to have succeeded in reducing the noncontact rate 
under 3%. This is however not representative for the entire set of 26 participating 
countries. Five other countries also achieved this goal, whereas 19 countries had 
noncontact rates exceeding 3%. 

                                                 
1 More elaborate analyses with regard to the response quality of ESS2 can be found in: Billiet, J., & S. 
Pleysier (2007) Response Based Quality Assessment in the ESS - Round 2. An update for 26 countries. 
Leuven: K.U.Leuven. Centrum voor sociologisch onderzoek. (See http://ess.nsd.uib.no) 
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Table 3.1: Finally achieved response, noncontact and refusal rates in ESS Round 2 
according to call record data 

Country Response rate 
(%) 

Noncontact 
rate (%) 

Refusal rate 
(%) 

Eligible 
sample size 

Total sample 
size 

DE 51.0 7.0 32.8 5 633 5 868 
NL 64.3 2.7 19.1 2 924 3 009 
CH 48.6 2.1 44.0 4 600 4 863 

Source: Billiet & Pleysier (2007) 
Response, noncontact and refusal rates are based on the eligible sample 

 

Table 3.2: Outcome refusal conversion attempts in ESS Round 2 according to call 
record data 

Country Not 
attempted 

(%) 

Attempt, 
not 

contacted 
(%) 

Attempt, 
contact,  

no interview 
(%) 

Successful 
conversion 

(%) 

Initial 
refusals 

(AC) 

Successful 
conversion, if 

attempted 
(%) 

DE 49.0 2.4 26.5 22.2 2 229 43.41 
NL 12.0 3.7 46.2 38.2 1 371 43.33 
CH 17.7 2.8 70.9 8.6 2 030 10.46 

Source: Billiet & Pleysier (2007) 

 
 
Table 3.2 depicts the results of the refusal conversion programs of the three countries 
under investigation. Here, a large number of initial refusals have been reissued (from 
51% in Germany to 88% in the Netherlands), compared to a median reissue rate of 
about 30% of all participating countries. Provided that a refusal has been reattempted, 
the conversion success rate in Germany and the Netherlands is about 43%, whereas in 
Switzerland the conversion rate is merely 10%. Notice that some conversions have 
taken place after the initially reluctant respondent had refused twice or even more. In 
the empirical section (see paragraph 0) double refusals will be considered as final 
refusals.  

Notice that refusal conversion is defined as any renewed attempt to request survey 
cooperation after the sample unit refused to at least once. The initiative to convert 
refusals may be taken by the survey organisation as well as by the original interviewer. 
Discerning between the two potential initiators is not possible in the case where the 
same interviewer conducts the conversion attempts. Contact sheet data do not indicate 
in these cases whether the decision to attempt conversion depended on the survey 
authorities or on the particular interviewer.  
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4. Elapsed time between initial refusal and first conversion attempt: strategic 
restraints 

This paragraph will deal with the estimation of the extent to which the hold period can 
be considered as an active tool in refusal conversion activities. Alternatively, the 
elapsed time may be a mere result of previously taken strategic decisions. Within the 
ESS specifications for participating countries, it is recommended that all ‘soft’ refusals 
and as many ‘hard’ refusals as possible, should be reissued; it is also advised that 
conversion cases should be reissued to another, more senior or better performing 
interviewer. Obviously, and this should not be underestimated, reissuing a refusal to 
another interviewer on the basis of fieldwork process information collected by 
previous interviewers requires a serious effort. Usually, interviewers are clustered 
locally, so that the alternatives of deploying a new interviewer can be rather scarce in 
some instances. Moreover, whenever a new interviewer is assigned to a refusal, he or 
she should be contacted and send further details about the sample unit to be converted. 
This scheduling and administrative settlement can take some time, resulting 
automatically in a prolonged hold period. Another barrier that affects the choice for the 
most optimal elapsed time between initial refusal and renewed attempt is the time 
pressure that is brought with the fieldwork. As the fieldwork progresses and the 
deadline approaches, the opportunities of extending the hold period become more 
restricted.  

Apart from practical conditions, survey authorities may also be inclined to economize 
their conversion efforts and pragmatically direct their strategic decisions towards the 
maximization of the conversion success. Notice that the assignment of a new (and 
better) interviewer can be seen as such a strategic decision. Some further elements can 
be put forward to formulate some expectations. First, in longitudinal research it is a 
common use to assume serial correlation, suggesting that at least part of an 
individual’s observed profile is a response to time-varying stochastic processes 
operating within that individual. Often, this serial correlation is a decreasing function 
of the time separation between two measurements (Verbeke & Molenberghs, 2000). 
This means that a renewed cooperation request is more likely to be declined 
immediately after the initial refusal, suggesting that longer hold periods are to be 
recommended in order to optimize conversion success. Secondly, some groups of 
refusals may be believed to be hard refusals, while others can be considered as soft 
ones. We believe that refusals by the target person and refusals who were estimated by 
the initial interviewer as ‘will definitely not cooperate in the future’ are indications of 
strong disinclination. These initial nonrespondents will consequently have stronger 
serial correlations that requires more time to fade and it is thus recommended to 
prolong the hold period for these refusal profiles. 

Therefore, the elapsed time will first be determined by other fieldwork conditions. 
These conditions can be divided into three classes: (1) practical barriers such as the 
time left until the fieldwork deadline that shortens the hold period and the deployment 
of a new interviewer that evidently prolongs the hold period, (2) pragmatic indicators 
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of the extend to which units can be considered as hard refusals (refusals by target and 
‘will definitely not cooperate in the future’ as estimated by the initial interviewer) and 
(3) other information about the contact procedure that may be used as a selection 
variable for refusal conversion (time until first contact and the reasons for refusal). 

Considering elapsed time as a dependent variable in a regression context implies that 
the variances of the residuals in an ordinary least squares regression decreases as the 
fieldwork progresses. This may seem obvious since at the end of the fieldwork period, 
the opportunities to prolong the hold period are rather restricted, as compared to the 
beginning of the fieldwork. The variance of the residuals also decreases in the case of a 
new interviewer, at least in Switzerland and the Netherlands. Therefore, a weighted 
least squares regression is proposed in order to obtain more efficient estimates, 
denoted by the following model: 

 1/2 1/2
i iw (Elapsed time) w 0 1 1 2 2( )p pX X Xβ β β β= + + + + +L ε

 (4.1) 

The wi’s refer to the inverted predicted squared residuals obtained from the OLS 
variant of equation (4.1). The estimates of the WLS regression are reported in Table 4.1. 

On average, the elapsed time between the initial refusal and the re-approach amounts 
to 38 days in Germany and 53 in the Netherlands, whereas the mean hold period in 
Switzerland is about 65 days. The parameter estimates in Table 4.1 should be 
interpreted as deviations from these mean elapsed time intervals: e.g. in Germany, if 
‘bad timing’ is recorded at the initial refusal, the hold period decreases by 4.58 days.  

The effects of the reasons for refusals are significant in Germany and Switzerland, but 
are surely not unequivocal. The contactability of the targeted refusal does not seem to 
provoke any prolongation or shortening of the hold period. The expected future 
cooperation likelihood however has a significant effect on the hold period, although 
the effect go into different directions. As it was expected that hard refusal (‘will 
definitely not cooperate in the future’) need longer hold periods, Germany clearly 
disregarded this expectation. Yet, Germany seems to be the only country to prolong the 
hold period in the case where the target person declined the initial cooperation request. 
This was believed to be the dominant strategy to enhance conversion rates. Apart from 
the Dutch situation, the effect of deploying a new interviewer is enormous. The re-
approach of the refusal is extended by 18 days in Germany and 42 days in Switzerland, 
whenever a fresh interviewer is assigned. Perhaps the most influential factor is the time 
until the closure of fieldwork. Per day the deadline nears, the elapsed time reduces 
from 0.39 days in the Netherlands to 0.97 days in Switzerland.  
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Table 4.1: Elapsed time (in days) between initial refusal and conversion attempt, 
second round of ESS, weighted least squares regression 

 DE NL CH 

N (Selected refusals for conversion program)   1138****   1204****   1670****   

Intercept (unconditional mean) 37.94 **** 53.37**** 65.34**** 
Reasons for refusal    

‘Bad timing’ -4.58**** -1.44**** 0.57****   
‘Not interested’ -2.82**** -1.90**** 1.70**** 
Specific reason n.a.****   -0.62**** 2.02**** 

Interviewer estimation: ‘will definitely NOT 
cooperate’ 

-4.40**** 12.77**** 1.14**** 

Initial refusal by target person (=yes) 7.46**** 1.03**** 0.56**** 
Visits until first contact (log) 0.84**** 0.01**** 0.31**** 
New interviewer (= yes) 18.34**** -3.22**** 42.04**** 
Time (days) until fieldwork deadline -0.41**** -0.39**** -0.97**** 
    
R² 0.43****   0.26****   0.97****   

*: p< 0.05; **:p < 0.01;***: p < 0.001;****: p < 0.0001    

 

Table 4.2: Coefficient of determination (R²) of the elapsed time between initial refusal 
and follow-up attempt, regressed by different clusters of covariates 

Model covariates2 DE NL CH 

(3) 0.01 0.03 0.05 

(3) + (2) 0.02 0.11 0.06 

(3) + (1a) 0.14 0.03 0.06 

(3) + (1b) 0.34 0.17 0.95 

(3) + (2) + (1a) + (1b) 0.43 0.26 0.97 

(3) other criteria (selection): reasons for refusal, number of visits before first contact 
(2) pragmatic criteria: refusal by target versus proxy, estimation of future cooperation likelihood 
(1a) new interviewer 
(1b) time (days) until fieldwork deadline 
Three main sources of effects on the hold period were distinguished. Their respective 
contributions to the explained variance are presented in  

Table 4.2. The coefficients of determination indicate that the time pressure, expressed 
as the time until the fieldwork closure has the most impact the length of the hold 
period. In this regard, the Swiss case even gives evidence of an extreme kind. In the 

                                                 
2 Each of this models is a reduced or nested model of the full model as denoted by equation (4.1). 
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Netherlands however, the effect of time pressure is rather modest but still seems to 
outweigh the effect of pragmatic decisions.  

In summary, the hold period may be believed to be a tactical instrument to support 
conversion rates. In Switzerland however, the usefulness of the hold period is almost 
completely undermined by a circumstantial factor, particularly the time until the 
fieldwork deadline. In the Netherlands on the other hand, the elapsed time seems to be 
given more discretionary space to serve as an instrument to enhance conversion 
success. This is also supported by the fact that in the Dutch situation sample units who 
are considered as hard refusals have been given almost 13 supplementary days before 
they are reissued. The position of Germany is less determined. 

5. Elapsed time between initial refusal and first conversion contact: effect on 
conversion success 

Table 5.1 shows the distribution over the final outcomes of the entire set of selected 
refusals for refusal conversion. It shows that the refusal conversion program yields 
other response codes than merely conversion versus double refusal. Extra ineligible 
cases have come across as a by-product. In some cases, these ineligibles were coded 
after a refusal by proxy or a refusal before the target person was even appointed. In a 
few other instances, target persons had deceased or moved out of the country in the 
meantime. Some of these codes may be the result of unreliable or inconsequent coding 
by the initial interviewers. These data rely all by all on task performance of the 
interviewers who cannot be controlled in all their acts. Other nonresponse codes refer 
to illness, language barriers or the target person who are not physically available at the 
time of the contact. Also noncontact may be a reason why refusals could not be 
converted. When comparing  
Table 3.2 with Table 5.1, one should be aware that in this latter, conversions after the 
sample unit has refused twice or more, will still be counted as a double refusal, 
whereas in the earlier table and figures, these refusals are counted as successful 
conversions. Furthermore, upcoming analyses will focus on the distinction conversion 
versus double refusal, leaving residual nonresponse codes (noncontact, ineligible and 
other nonresponse) aside. 

Table 5.1: Refusal conversion outcomes of selected initial refusals in ESS Round 2 
according to call record data 

Country Conversion 
(%) 

Double 
refusal  

(%) 

Ineligible 
(%) 

Non-
contact  

(%) 

Other non-
response 

(%) 
Total (AC) 

DE 40.2 41.4 1.6 4.8 12.3 1138 

NL 24.3 69.5 0.0 4.2 2.0 1207 

CH 9.3 79.8 1.6 3.4 6.0 1670 

The rather scarce previous research we have found does not indicate a clear relation 
between the length of the hold period before the refusal conversion program starts and 
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its final outcome. Triplett et al (2001; 2002) found that conversion success grows 
rapidly during the first seven elapsed days, thereafter the success stabilizes. Also, the 
success curves are potentially different between refusals by target persons and by their 
representatives (a proxy or informant) on the one hand and between hard and soft 
refusals (as estimated by the initial interviewer) on the other hand. Allowing 
interaction terms with regard to these two variables seems therefore to be appropriate. 
Because of the possible curvature in the relation between the hold period and the 
conversion success, quadratic terms will be used as well3. 

Furthermore, additional covariates should be included since the elapsed time seems to 
be determined by other factors that are available from the contact sheets. These 
additional covariates include all the explanatory variables of Table 4.1, and an 
indication of the performance of the follow-up interviewer, based on interviewer 
specific response rates4 (refusal conversion rates excluded). The inclusion of these 
variables should account for occasional interference of selection bias, strategic 
decisions or other circumstantial factor (see paragraph 4). In order to illustrate the 
importance of the inclusion of exogenous variables, the effect of the hold period on 
conversion success will be tested without (simple model) and with (multiple model) 
these exogenous variables. 

In the analysis (logistic regression) the dependent variable is the (log) of the ratio 
conversion/double refusal and is modelled as:  

 
 

0 1 1 2 2log p p
conversion

double refusal
X X X

π

π
β β β β=

 
+ + + + 

 
L

 (5.1) 

Table 5.2 reports the parameter estimates. 

                                                 
3 In order to avoid multicollinearity problems, all contributing variables in multiplicative terms have first 
been mean-centred. 
4 For a discussion of the construction of this variable, see appendix. 
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Table 5.2: Success in refusal conversion procedure in ESS Round 2, logistic regression 

  DE  NL  CH 

 simple multi simple multi simple multi 
N (Selected refusals for conversion 
program)    923****    1 126****    1 487**** 

Unconditional success rate (%)  49.19****    25.89****    10.42*** 

       
Reasons for refusal       

‘Bad timing’  -0.33****    -0.12****    0.65**** 
‘Not interested’  -0.09****    -0.64****    0.26**** 
Specific reason  n.a. ****    -0.17****    -0.13**** 

Interviewer estimation: ‘will 
definitely NOT cooperate’  -1.36****    0.02****    -0.21**** 

Initial refusal by target person (= yes)  1.10****    0.23****    -0.41**** 
Visits until first contact (log)  0.05****    -0.08****    -0.13**** 
New interviewer (= yes)  0.25****    0.38****    -4.02**** 
Estimate for performance follow-up 
interviewer (higher values 
correspond to better cooperation 
rates, see appendix) 

 0.72****    1.44****    0.19*** 

Time until fieldwork deadline at 
initial refusal  0.02****    0.02****    0.02**** 

       
Elapsed time (days) 0.02****   0.03****   0.01****  0.02****   -0.01****   0.02**** 
Elapsed time (days)² -

0.0002**** 
-

0.0003****   
0.00****   0.00****   0.00****   0.00**** 

Elapsed time (days) x Interviewer 
estimation: ‘will definitely NOT 
cooperate’ 

 0.01****    -0.01****    0.01**** 

Elapsed time (days) x refusal by 
target (=yes)  0.00****    0.01****    -0.01*** 

R² (Nagelkerke) 0.10****   0.28****   0.03****   0.20****   0.02****   0.42*** 

*: p< 0,05; **:p < 0,01;***: p < 0,001;****: p < 0,0001      

 

A final remark pertains to the operationalization of the elapsed time. In paragraph 4 it 
was calculated as the time gap between the initial refusal and the first conversion 
attempt, regardless of whether or not contact was made. This choice can be justified 
since the elapsed time is considered as a decision that is taken by the survey authorities 
or the interviewer. The reluctant sample unit, however, is by no means involved in this 
decision. Conversely, when modelling the conversion likelihood, the sample unit can 
not be ignored as an important (if not the most important) contributor. He or she is 
(normally) not expected to be aware of any previous attempts where no contact was 
made. For this reason, the elapsed time that will be used as an independent variable in 
the logistic regression, denoted in equation (5.1), is constructed as the time interval 
between the initial refusal and the successive achieved contact with the sample unit, 
irrespective of the result (conversion or double refusal). 
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Controlling for all other effects included in the model (multiple model), the elapsed 
time between the initial refusal and the successive realized contact has a positive effect 
on the conversion likelihood: prolonged hold periods result in better conversion rates. 
This may indicate that reluctance to survey cooperation can be expressed as a time 
dependent decreasing serial correlation.  

In Germany, there seems to be some evidence for a degressive increase of conversion 
success, because of the significant and negative quadratic effect of elapsed time, 
suggesting a stabilizing influence of the elapsed time after a while. However, these 
effects could not be reproduced in the two other countries.  

In Switzerland, the slope tends to be somewhat more flat in case the target person 
initially refused cooperation. This contradicts our expectations with respect to the 
pragmatic interpretation: here target refusals are expected to be less inclined to 
cooperate (parameter estimate for ‘Initial refusal by target person (= yes)’ should be 
negative) and the slope associated to the effect of the hold period should be steeper 
among target refusals than among refusals by proxy. In Germany, refusals by target 
are surprisingly more likely to be converted, whereas estimated (by the initial 
interviewer) hard refusals tend to be less inclined to cooperate at a successive attempt. 

Consistent findings over the three countries are observed with respect to the timing of 
the initial refusal. Late refusers seem to be more willing to participate at a renewed 
cooperation request. Better interviewers yield relatively more converted refusals then 
worse performing interviewers. At least these results lead to significant inferences in 
Germany and the Netherlands. In Switzerland, and this may sound counterintuitive, 
fresh interviewers perform worse than original ones. This may be attributed to the fact 
that newly deployed interviewers are far worse in terms of previous achievements 
than interviewers who attempt to convert their own refusals. Another problem relates 
to one of the shortcomings of the ESS-contact sheets: it can not be derived from the 
contact data whether the decision to attempt refusal conversion depends on the survey 
organization or on the interviewer only.  

Particular attention should be paid to the difference in parameter estimates between 
the simple and the multiple models, especially in Switzerland. Here, the effect of the 
hold period on conversion success seems to be negative under the simple model, 
whereas the multiple model indicates a positive impact. Stepwise inclusion of 
covariates suggests that the change from the negative to the positive effect is 
particularly due to the inclusion of the new versus original interviewer. New 
interviewer induce a longer hold period and as these new interviewer are found to 
perform rather weakly, the bivariate relation between the hold period and conversion 
success will be negative. This confirms our previous concerns with regard to the pre-
structuring of the hold period by other fieldwork conditions. When estimating the 
effect of the hold period on conversion success, one should consequently be aware of 
the circumstantial factors and tactical choices that precede or coincide with the hold 
period, as countries seem to follow diverging ways to determine the elapsed time 
between refusal and follow-up. 
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6. Discussion 

In this contribution, some evidence was found that successful refusal conversion 
depends on longer hold periods. These findings are consistent over three ESS countries 
selected from round two: Germany, Switzerland and the Netherland. This may indicate 
that refusals need a cooling-off period or a time interval in which the initial refusal 
fades in the memory of the refuser. Some variations on this structure are found such as 
a degressively increasing function (Germany) or a less steep increment in case of initial 
refusals by target persons (Switzerland). It should also be noted that the elapsed time 
itself is strongly influenced by other fieldwork conditions such as the remaining time 
until the fieldwork closure, the deployment of a new interviewer or pragmatic reasons 
on behalf of the survey authorities such as the expected ease of conversion.  
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8. Appendix 

Interviewer variance seems to be an important factor in explaining the cooperation 
(and contact) rate in face-to-face household surveys (Pickery, 2000, pp.75-102; Pickery 
& Loosveldt, 2002). Some interviewers are better in realizing unit response than others. 
Biemer & Lyberg (2003, pp. 149-187) relate this variation in response rates to the skills 
and tailoring abilities of the interviewers. The interviewers’ age and gender, 
experience, voice, accent, style, expectations and preferences, attitude and confidence 
are believed to be predictors of this interviewer variance. Equation (8.1) models this 
interviewer variances. The subscripts ‘cooperation’ and ‘refusal’ refer to the fieldwork 
outcomes per sample unit excluding the other marginal refusal conversion outcomes 
(noncontact, other nonresponse and ineligibility). The overall response success is 
indicated by γ00, this is the overall log of the odds of successfully completing an 
interview versus a refusal. The interviewer specific deviations are measured by the 
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vector containing b1, b2, …, bk. A serious drawback is that interviewer are usually 
assigned to specific local areas, in order to reduce travel cost and the complexity of 
field coordination. As a consequence, it is not clear whether observed differences 
between interviewers can be attributed to the interviewers themselves (skills, 
experience, motivation, etc.) on the one hand or on the other hand to characteristics of 
the particular neighbourhood in which they were active (socio-demographics, 
concentration of apartments, presence of vandalism, litter, safety, etc.). It is hereby 
recommended to control interviewer effects for ‘area’ effects (Campanelli & 
O’Muircheartaigh, 1999). Variables that enable to control for such features are included 
in the contact sheets, but due to their relative large proportion of missing codes, they 
unfortunately had to be omitted. 
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The estimates, as indicated by Table 8.1, suggest the presence of interviewer variance 
with regard to cooperation rates. The residual term in the random effects confirms the 
appropriateness of binomial variation within each interview. 

 

Table 8.1: Effect of interviewer on cooperation rate, random intercepts multilevel 
logistic regression, round 2 of ESS 

 DE NL CH 

 param s.e. **** param s.e. **** param s.e. **** 

Fixed effects       

Intercept 
H0: γ00=0  

0.05 0.07**** 0.02 0.07**** -0.25 0.10**** 

Random effects       

Intercept (interviewer level) 
H0: σ²µ0=0 

0.59 0.10**** 0.22 0.06**** 0.62 0.13**** 

Residual (respondent level) 
H0: σ²e=1   

0.96 0.02**** 0.98 0.03**** 0.98 0.02**** 

#respondents 4605************ 2729************ 4089************ 

#interviewers (k) 203************ 77************ 78************ 
*: p< 0.05; **:p < 0.01;***: p < 0.001;****: p < 0.0001     
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