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1. Introduction 

 
One of the basic principles of the European Social Survey (ESS) is to standardise all the steps 

in the survey process and to reduce differences between countries in research design and 

fieldwork procedures. In fact one tries to minimise differences between countries concerning 

research design and fieldwork procedures to optimise the substantive comparability between 

countries. To realise this important objective in a cross cultural and cross-national survey the 

Central Co-ordinating Team (CCT) formulated specifications for participating countries. In this 

document all organisational aspects of the survey are described. In the part ‘specification for 

the survey’ some important elements necessary to evaluate non response error are presented: 

target response rates, response rate enhancement, response rate calculation and 

documentation, and field outcomes. The minimum target response rate is determined to be 

70%. To avoid large variations in nonresponse rates all participating countries were 

recommended to apply some refusal reducing fieldwork procedures. Amongst these 

procedures the use of an advance letter, the use of respondent incentives and the application 

of refusal conversion procedures were suggested. Substitution as a technique to enhance 

response rates was not allowed. In another document ‘Field Procedures in the European 

Social Survey: Enhancing Response Rates’ the general suggestion to use some refusal 

conversion techniques is specified. Conversion attempts should not be made by the 

interviewer who previously received the refusal but should be reissued to another (senior) 

interviewer. It is recommended to reissue all soft refusals, and as many hard refusals as 

feasible. Although there is no definition of a soft refusal it is suggested that soft refusals are 

related to the circumstances and the mood of the potential respondent at the time of the initial 

survey request. It must be noticed that the ESS specification of the refusal conversion 

procedure remains rather general and that there is no reference to relevant process data 

collected by means of the contact description form. 

This general suggestion to reissue soft refusals is in line with theory and ‘good practices’ 

described in textbooks and methodology reports. In their conceptual framework for survey co-

operation Groves and Couper consider the decision to participate in a survey interview as 

heuristically based. Respondents don’t spend a lot of cognitive effort to decide whether or not 

to participate. The respondent’s decision to refuse is not well substantiated and as a 
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consequence the decision can be considered as changeable. From this point of view the 

assignment of the refusal to an experienced elite interviewer that differs from sex and age 

from the previous interviewer or the use of a ‘cool-down’ period is recommendable. (Groves & 

Couper, 1998, Groves, 1989). There is some empirical evidence that refusal conversion is 

successful in increasing response rates. Some studies have found that up to 40% of the 

persons who initially refused to participate will subsequently complete an interview when being 

recontacted (Biemer et al., 1988). Lind & al. (1998) found that the use of two refusal 

conversion attempts significantly increased the odds of participation in a RDD study. Laurie & 

al. (1999) examined refusal conversion practices in a longitudinal survey using interviewer-

assisted self-completion. They show how the initial reason of refusal significantly relates to 

conversion success. Respondents that gave a survey-related reason for refusal such as ‘too 

long’, ‘too complex’, or ‘waste of time’ were less likely to be successfully converted then those 

respondents that gave a respondent related reason such as ‘too busy’. There have also been 

some studies that have investigated the differences between reluctant responders (converted 

refusals) and initial respondents. Results from these studies are mixed. Some studies report 

significant differences with respect to demographic and substantive and attitidinal variables 

(Stinchcombe et al., 1981), others don’t find important differences (Smith,1984, Lynn et al., 

2002).  

In this paper we will look at refusals, refusal conversion practices and the effects of these 

practices on nonresponse bias from an international point of view. Hence, this paper can be 

situated in the research tradition of international nonresponse comparisons (de Heer, 1999, de 

Leeuw & de Heer, 2002). There are however a few important differences with previous 

international nonresponse research. All or most of these previous studies are characterised by 

an ex post facto data collection of comparative data about nonresponse. Such an approach 

has some major drawbacks including e.g. the absence of a standardized calculation of 

nonresponse rates. A unique feature of the European Social Survey are the efforts made to 

standardize collection of nonresponse data; building such efforts into the design phase of the 

survey. The results of our analysis will hopefully demonstrate how such an approach may be 

more productive then the classical “meta-analysis” approach of de Heer et al. (1999, 2002). 

On the other hand this paper will also show how, despite the considerable efforts made to 

standardize nonresponse data, a completely uniform collection of nonresponse data was not 

achieved.  

 

2. Refusal rates, reasons for refusals, ‘softness’ of refusals in the European Social 
Survey 

 

In their comparative study of nonresponse rates across years and across countries, de Heer et 

al. (2002) found large differences in refusal rates between countries. They found especially 
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high refusal rates in the Netherlands, high refusal rate in the United Kingdom and moderate 

refusal rates in Slovenia, the United States and Hungary. The refusal rates seemed to 

correlate with design features such as the monitoring of interviewers, the substitution of 

nonrespondents and the investment of extra refusal efforts. The wide variation in refusal rates 

is partially caused by differences in design, but probably also reflects the influence of the 

‘survey-taking climate’. The well-known problem of high refusal rates in the Netherlands 

relative to other countries e.g.. may be an indicator of a different attitude towards surveys 

(Couper & de Leeuw, 2003) 
 

Table 1: Response rates 

 

Table 1 shows the field response rate for some participating countries of the ESS and the 

percentage of total eligible sample elements that was finally designated as a refusal (this 

includes; respondent and proxy refusals, refusals before selection, broken appointments and 

break-offs). The percentages in table 1 confirm some of the results from previous comparative 

research about non response rates: low refusal rates in Hungary and high refusal rates in UK. 

The highest refusal rate is obtained in Switzerland. The second highest refusal rate is obtained 

in Spain, a country not present in the comparative nonresponse studies of de Heer (1999). 

Another important observation is the fact that there are still large differences in response and 

refusal rates between countries. The objective to avoid large variation in refusal rates is not 

well realised. Also the preconceived minimum response rate of 70% is not obtained in several 

countries.  
In table 2 the reasons for refusal in each country are presented. Interviewers had to 

register for each respondent and proxy refusal the exact reason for refusal. For each refusal, 

interviewers could record up to 5 reasons for refusal. In case there were two refusals for a 

case, we only looked at the reasons for refusal at the first refusal. To cope with the fact that 

each respondent could give more then one reason for refusal we analysed the data on the 

Country Field Response rate Refusal rate 
Flanders 67.0 27.0 
Spain 53.9 35.0 
Finland 75.9 21.0 
Slovenia 77.0 15.6 
Hungary 74.4 16.0 
Poland 76.4 20.0 
UK 58.1 30.0 
Portugal 69.1 27.0 
Denmark 70.0 23.0 
The Netherlands 69.8 26.0 
Switzerland 35.7 51.0 
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‘reason’ level instead of the ‘respondent’. This way of working allows us to assess the relative 

importance of each reason of refusal in the distribution of all reasons.  

 

Table 2: Reasons for refusal in the European Social Survey (reason level) 

 Fl 
% 

ES 
% 

FI 
% 

HU 
% 

PL 
% 

UK 
% 

PT 
% 

DK 
% 

NL 
% 

CH 
% 

SI 
% 

            
Person  23.6 21.0 29.8 84.9 13.8 25.0 21.1 30.8 20.9 18.7 29.3 
Bad Timing 5.0 4.0 7.3 2.0 0.5 3.7 1.2 4.3 3.2 2.9 12.7 
Too busy 16.1 13.7 22.0 82.9 11.4 19.4 18.2 26.3 16.2 14.4 26.0 
Partner/family  2.5 3.3 0.5 0 1.9 1.9 1.7 0.2 1.5 1.4 0.6 
            
Survey- related  59.9 78.9 63.1 15.0 53.3 65.5 76.3 62.2 36.1 52.8 58.6 
No interest 31.6 38.4 35.9 9.3 26.4 36.1 50.0 31.8 33.6 30.1 21.0 
Too difficult 5.9 4.3 2.0 3.9 2.3 3.1 2.6 1.3 3.3 0.8 3.7 
Waste of time 5.4 7.4 3.4 1.7 9.5 5.0 10.5 3.6 6.4 3.9 5.9 
Waste of money 1.6 1.6 0.6 0 0.5 1.6 0.6 0.2 0.9 0.7 0.6 
Privacy 2.1 3.6 4.6 0 5.1 7.4 3.3 4.1 5.3 5.1 6.5 
Never participate 6.7 8.0 7.6 0 4.1 8.0 5.4 5.0 7.2 6.4 5.6 
Participate often 1.4 0.6 1.6 0 0.9 1.0 0.2 2.0 2.2 1.0 1.9 
No belief 3.5 11.2 2.7 0 2.2 2.0 1.8 3.4 3.3 3.0 1.9 
Bad experiences 0.8 1.3 1.2 0 0.9 0.9 1.1 0.5 1.1 1.0 0.9 
Object topic 0.7 2.4 3.3 0 1.3 0.6 0.6 10.0 2.9 0.7 0.6 
            
Other 16.5 0.1 7.1 0.1 32.9 9.5 2.6 7.0 13.0 28.5 12.1 
            
TOTAL (100%) 836 1 590 783 1 477 970 1 865 812 437 2 282 5 185 323 

 

The results of Hungary are remarkable and indicate that there are differences in the way the 

contact description form was used and the reasons for refusals were registered. Some 'survey 

related reasons' - not exceptional in other countries - were never used. This results in a high 

percentage of 'persons related reasons'. Especially the reason 'too busy' is very frequently 

used. Compared with other countries the high percentages of the category 'other reasons' in 

Poland and Switzerland are outliers. Another problem resides in the fact that some countries 

(e.g. Denmark, Slovenia) didn’t record more then one reason per refusal. This kind of 

differences make clear that a standardised registration of reasons for refusal in different 

countries is not evident. 

The distribution of reasons for refusal is in line with previous results from doorstep 

interaction coding (Couper, 1997). In all countries - except for Hungary - respondents more 

often gave survey-related reasons than person-related reasons. The most popular reasons 

amongst these survey-related reasons are the ‘no interest’ reason. Refusers in Portugal use 

this reason quite often. Amongst the respondent-related reasons, the ‘too busy’ reason is the 

most popular. We just mentioned already the extremely high percentage of this reason in 
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Hungary. Interesting within this context is to search for differences in the reasons that can be 

related to aspects of the ‘survey-taking climate’. The survey taking climate refers to the survey 

practice and the general extent to which people consider survey research and survey 

interviews to be useful and legitimate (Groves & Couper, 1998). The respondent’s reasons to 

refuse can be regarded as an expression at the individual level of the general survey-taking 

climate. 'Participate too often' and 'bad experiences' are two reasons related to survey 

practice. Both reasons are seldom mentioned. It seems that there is no general feeling of too 

much surveys and also bad experiences seem to be exceptional. More important is the group 

of refusers with the general reaction never to participate in a survey interview. This kind of 

reason could be an indication of a hard refusal. Except for Spain, the 'no belief' reason is not 

important. Although a survey interview can be considered as an intrusion on the respondent's 

privacy, privacy concerns are not a frequently reason for refusal. The highest percentage for 

this reason is registered in UK. 'Waste of time' is most mentioned in Portugal and Poland. In 

general one can conclude that the reasons for refusals related to several aspects of the 

'survey taking climate' are not so frequently used. The pattern in Spain seems to express the 

less favourable 'survey taking climate'. The high refusal rate supports this idea. 

In addition to the reason of refusal we also have information on the ‘softness’ of the refusal 

as it was estimated by the interviewer. Interviewers were asked to record for each refusal the 

estimated likelihood of a future cooperation. Interviewers could chose between four options: 

certainly no future cooperation, probably no future cooperation, probably future cooperation, 

certainly no future cooperation. Table 3 shows for each country the distribution of this variable  

 
Table 3: Softness of refusal as estimated by the interviewer 

  Certainly no 
cooperation 

Probably no 
cooperation 

Probably 
cooperation 

Certainly 
cooperation 

N 
(100%) 

       
Flanders % 44.9 45.4 9.3 0.4 454 
Spain % 64.2 32.4 3.4 0.0 827 
Finland % 24.3 49.7 24.4 1.6 577 
Slovenia % 49.3 32.9 11.2 6.5 294 
Hungary % 72.9 18.0 6.5 2.5 277 
Poland % 70.7 24.4 4.7 0.2 491 
Portugal % 55.3 33.8 7.2 3.7 461 
UK % 40.9 42.9 15.8 0.4 1 098 
The Netherlands % 57.8 29.1 11.5 1.5 1 311 
Switzerland % 52.7 37.0 7.4 2.3 5 446 

Note: Denmark wasn’t included in the table since no information was present on this variable. 
 

The results in this table illustrate that the “softness of refusal” as it was estimated by the 

interviewer varies considerably amongst countries. The percentage of refusals which were 

estimated as ‘certainly not to cooperate in the future’ is highest in Spain, Hungary and Poland 
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and lowest in Great Britain and Finland. Note that the option ‘Will certainly cooperate in the 

future’ was almost never used in none of the countries. The percentage of item-nonresponse 

on this question illustrates the variation in the quality of the contact description form datasets. 

The item-nonresponse on this question was highest in Spain, 27%, followed by Portugal with 

22%. In Poland, 15% of the answers were missing. For the other countries the item-

nonresponse rate for this question is below 10%. 

 

3. Refusal conversion practice and efforts in the European Social Survey 

 

In the introduction it was noticed that the specifications of the refusal conversion procedure 

were general recommendations. For that reason one can expect that the refusal conversion 

practice will diverge to a considerable extent in different countries. Also the differences 

between countries in original response rate can be responsible for differences in refusal 

conversions efforts. In fact, there is no reason for refusal conversion in countries in which the 

minimum target response rate (70%) was realised without some refusal conversion practices. 

One must also realise that reissuing a refusal to another interviewer on the basis of process 

information collected by the previous interviewer requires a lot of efforts. Whichever refusal 

conversion practice is implemented, each procedure creates some practical organisational 

problems. One can wonder whether the survey organisation in each country have enough 

means and capacity to organise an effective refusal conversion practice. 

To investigate the extent to which the different countries applied refusal conversion 

procedures we looked at those cases for which at least one explicit household refusal 

(respondent, proxy and before selection) was reported. For these cases we looked at what 

happened after the first refusal was obtained. Table 4 shows the percentage of refusals for 

which a conversion attempt was made by a different interviewer, for which the same 

interviewer recontacted the refusals and for which no conversion attempt at all was made. In 

this analysis we include both the cases where the interviewer spontaneously recontacted the 

refusals and cases where the refusal was explicitly reissued by the research agency.  

The percentage of recontacted refusals gives an idea of the refusal efforts made by each 

country. As expected, the percentages in Table 4 reveal rather large differences with respect 

to conversion efforts. In the Netherlands, a country with a large proportion of initial refusers, 

88% of all initial refusers were recontacted. In the UK - with a low initial response rate - more 

then 75% of all refusals were recontacted after the initial refusal. In Switzerland, 70% of the 

refusers were recontacted. In Finland, this percentage equals 50.8, in Spain 34, in Poland 

23.5, in Flanders 19.0. Amongst the countries that hardly tried to convert refusals are Hungary 

and Denmark. In the case of Hungary, refusal conversion was not really necessary because of 

the high initial response rate. 
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The participating countries were advised to reissue the refusals to a different interviewer 

then the one who obtained the initial refusal. The report on the field procedures in the ESS 

reports on this matter: ‘it is common – and good practice to reassign the refusal to a more 

senior interviewer or to a supervisor’. Despite this recommendation the refusal conversion 

practice demonstrates that this is not always the case. Table 4 shows the percentage of 

recontacted refusals that were approached by a different interviewer then the one who 

obtained the initial refusal. There are considerable differences in percentage of recontacted 

refusals by a different interviewer between countries. In Spain and Great Britain the majority of 

recontacts was made by a different interviewer. In Flanders slightly less then half of the refusal 

conversion attempts was made by another interviewer. In Portugal and Denmark none of the 

conversion attempts were made by a different interviewer. In Finland about one fifth of the 

reissued cases was reproached by a different interviewer. Given the intention of the refusal 

conversion procedure it is not evident why the same interviewers were used. Is it an indication 

of some difficulties during the implementation of this procedure? The differences in 

percentages of recontacted refusals and the percentages of refusals recontacted by a different 

interviewer make clear that the refusals conversion practice and efforts vary between the 

participating countries of the ESS. In Great Britain, Netherlands and Switzerland there is a 

high percentage of recontacted refusals and these recontacts were done by different 

interviewers, in Denmark and Hungary we observe the opposite: a low percentage was 

recontacted and this was generally done by the same interviewer. Somewhere in between we 

find Slovenia, Finland, Poland and Spain. 
 

Table 4: Conversion attempts after initial refusal by country 

  Conversion Attempt 
by Same interviewer 

Conversion Attempt by 
Different interviewer 

No conversion 
attempt 

N 
(100%) 

      
Flanders % 10.7  8.5 80.8 502 
Spain %  2.5 31.8 65.7 1 145 
Finland % 41.1  9.9 49.0 598 
Slovenia % 33.6  0.0 66.3 342 
Hungary %  5.1  0.0 94.6 331 
Poland % 15.9  8.3 76.8 578 
UK %  4.4 71.9 23.7 1 107 
Denmark % 19.1  0.0 80.9 529 
The Netherlands % 2.5 85.7 11.8 1 383 
Switzerland % 5.3 65.4 29.3 3 212 
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4. Refusal conversion effects on Nonresponse Error 

 

The rationale for applying refusal conversion procedures eventually lies in the minimization of 

nonresponse error. As mentioned before, nonresponse error depends on both the volume of 

nonresponse and the differences between respondents and nonrespondents. If people that do 

not cooperate do not differ significantly from those that fail to cooperate, nonresponse error 

does not occur, regardless of the non-response percentage. Hence, to check whether the 

application of refusal conversion procedures had a substantial effect on nonresponse error or 

bias, one has to answer two questions. 1) Did response rates increase substantially by 

recontacting refusals? and 2) Are converted refusals substantially different from cooperative 

respondents? In the next two sections we will deal with those two issues. 

 

4.1 The effects of refusal conversion on the volume of nonresponse 

 

The ability to increase response rates depends on two things: the amount of refusals that were 

reapproached and the odds to successfully convert these initial refusers. In the previous 

section we saw how there were only few participating countries that organised an extensive 

refusal conversion project: Switzerland, Great Britain and The Netherlands. Hence, the 

potential for increasing response rates is highest amongst these countries.  

 

Table 5: nonresponse outcome for reapproached refusals 

Country  Interview Refusal No contact Other N 

       
Flanders % 22.7 63.9 11.3 2.1 97 
Spain % 12.2 74.0 11.2 2.5 392 
Finland % 20.3 63.3 16.0 0.3 305 
Slovenia % 33.0 48.7 10.4 7.8 115 
Denmark % 65.3 10.9 22.7 1.0 101 
Poland % 23.6 57.1 12.9 6.4 140 
UK % 13.8 67.5 14.2 5.4 845 
The Netherlands % 39.7 52.6 5.9 1.8 1 220 
Switzerland % 6.1 84.4 0.7 8.7 2 270 

Note: Portugal wasn’t included in this table since they reapproached refusals by telephone, since these 
telephone calls weren’t included in the call records, no conclusions can be made about conversion succes. 
 

Table 5 shows the (non) response outcomes for those refusals that were reapproached. We 

make a distinction between completed interview, refusals, no contact and ‘other’ nonresponse. 

With respect to the effectiveness we observe that the conversion success rate varies between 

6% for Switzerland and 65.1% for Denmark. Most of the success rates lie between 10% and 

25%. The exceptionnaly high success rate in Denmark is probably due to the fact that 
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interviewers only reapproached those refusals that were likely to cooperate. [Will be further 

validated] More exceptional is the result achieved in the Netherlands. Despite the fact that 

they reissued almost all initial refusals and didn’t tailor their attention to specific ‘soft’ refusals, 

they still achieved a conversion success rate of almost 40%. Other countries that resissued a 

fairly large, representative sample of refusals such as Great Britain, Spain, Finland and 

Switzerland obtained much lower success rates. One can wonder how this tremendous 

success of the Netherlands can be explained? The answer might be that the Netherlands was 

the only country that implemented special refusal conversion strategies. During interviewer’s 

instructions interviewers were provided with arguments to persuade respondents to 

participate. Moreover the interviewers carried a brochure with background information on the 

ESS and they could point at a ESS-website with additional information. Half way through the 

interview period, a second advance letter was sent and previously refusing respondents were 

phoned to ask which letter they liked most and were then again asked to participate. 

Moreover, in the Netherlands respondents were encouraged to participate by letting them 

choose one out of three presents worth 2.5 euro. Half way the field work these incentives were 

increased with financial donations up to 5 euro, and supplemented with a quiz with monetary 

prizes to win. All these elements might explain the tremendous success of conversion 

procedures in the Netherlands. 

Another way to look at the results of recontacting refusals is to compare the response 

rates before and after conversion efforts. Here response rates are defined as the number of 

completed interviews divided by the total issued sample size minus those cases from whom 

no interview could have been obtained (moved, no trace, ineligible, permanently not able, 

mentally or physically ill).  

 

Table 6: Field response rates before and after refusal conversion 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6 shows how conversion attempts increases field response rates in every country. The 

effect is most spectacular in the Netherlands where the field response rates increase from 

Country Response rate before Response rate after 

   
Flanders 65.7 66.9 
Spain 52.5 53.9 
Finland 73.5 75.9 
Slovenia 74.2 77.0 
Hungary 74.3 74.4 
Poland 75.2 76.4 
UK 54.8 58.1 
Portugal 66.8 69.1 
Denmark 66.6 70.0 
The Netherlands 55.5 69.8 
Switzerland 33.3 35.7 
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55% to 70%. Due to a successful application of refusal conversion techniques, the 

Netherlands have turned a problematic response rate of 55% into a response rate that is close 

to the benchmark of 70%. In the other countries the conversion effects are rather modest and 

vary between 1 and 3%. When we focus on Great Britain, a country where tremendous efforts 

were made by face-to-face interviewers to recontact refusals, we have to conclude that a gain 

of 3% in field response rates is in fact very modest.  

 

4.2 Differences between Cooperative respondents and Converted refusals 

 

In the ESS, we have serious reasons to believe that nonresponse may cause bias in a wide 

range of variables. According to Groves & Couper (1998), the absence of shared norms and 

values and the lack of bonds with the wider community or society causes certain groups to 

participate less likely in social activities such as a survey-interviews. We can also expect that 

these groups have different values on survey-estimates of political and social involvement. 

Since a lot of the variables in the ESS (e.g. political interest, civic duties, trust in social 

institutions) are related to social and societal involvement, we can therefore expect a serious 

amount of bias. Converted refusals are often used to evaluate the possible presence of 

nonresponse bias in survey estimates (see. e.g. De Maio, 1980, Smith, 1984, Lynn et al., 

2001). One of the big advantages of using this technique is that it can be used to estimate the 

bias of any variable in a study rather then the usual socio-demographic background variables 

for which information on nonrespondents is present. On the other hand, converted refusers 

are not necessarily representative of the entire group of refusers. When conversion only 

resorts success amongst the very ‘soft’ refusals, it is likely that their profile is very similar to 

that of the immediate co-operators. 

Table 7 shows the differences in percentage between converted refusers and cooperative 

respondents on a range of socio-demographic and survey variables. In parentheses the 

marginal bias that would have been present if no refusals would have been converted is 

shown. This marginal bias is a function of the differences between converted refusals and 

cooperative respondents and the volume of the converted refusals. The formula for the 

marginal bias equals: 

 

RCR )1cat(P)1cat(P −+  

 

Here P(cat1)R+C refers to the percentage of initially cooperative respondents and converted 

refusers in category 1, P(cat1)R refers to the same percentage for all respondents except for 

converted refusals. The usual socio-economic and demographic background variables such 

as age, sex, education, income, having paid work, urbanicity and dwelling were included. With 

respect to the survey-variables those variables were included for which we suspected that 
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they were strongly related to the causes of nonresponse; social integration, variables related 

to political issues and some of the variables related to migration issues. 

First we will discuss the differences between converted refusals and cooperative 

respondents. The relations between reluctance and the socio-demographic variables seem to 

follow the expected directions. Converted refusers are more likely to be older, are less likely to 

have high incomes, are more likely to be apartment-dwellers and are less likely to have paid 

work. When they work they are less likely to have a contract of full duration. Age, apartment, 

and income seem to be rather important in characterising converted refusals, with percentage 

differences often around and above 10%. The results also show some marked cross-national 

differences in the size and direction of effects. In Spain and Portugal e.g. the relationship 

between reluctance and paid work is in the other direction. In Slovenia converted refusals are 

less likely to be older then 65 while in the other countries the reverse is true. In addition, the 

size of the effects seems to vary: Large differences were found in Finland, while rather small 

differences were found in the Netherlands and Switzerland.  

With respect to the ‘social integration’ variables we find that converted refusals are less 

likely to be a member of any of a wide range of social organisations. In addition they are less 

likely to have any friends in these organisations. In Spain, differences in the opposite direction 

are found. Converted refusals seem to watch television more often then cooperative 

respondents Except for Denmark, where significant differences in the other direction were 

found. With respect to the political issues we observe that the reluctant respondents are 

generally less interested in politics then the cooperative respondents. Significant and 

substantial differences were found in Finland and the Netherlands. Except for Portugal and 

Spain, refusers are also less likely to discuss politics. With respect to the trust in political 

institutions we observe that the trust in the parliament in Finland and Spain is substantially 

lower for reluctant respondents then for cooperative respondents. In the Netherlands reluctant 

respondents have a significantly lower trust in politicians, in the European Parliament and in 

the United Nations. Notice that we observe, for all countries, that initial refusers have a lower 

trust in the United Nations then cooperative respondents.  

Finally we also looked at some migration issues. Overall it seems that converted refusals have 

a more negative opinion towards immigrants. In Great Britain and Spain, converted refusers 

are significantly more likely to disagree with equal rights for immigrants. In Great Britain and 

Denmark converted refusals are more likely to rate the effects of immigrants on the economy 

as bad. In Finland and Spain, converted refusals were found to be significantly more inclined 

to agree with the proposition that there are too much immigrants.  
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Table 7: Percentage differences between Converted Refusers and Cooperative 
Respondents with respect to survey variables. (in parentheses one finds 
the marginal bias that would have been present if refusals were not 
reaproached) 

Variable Category GB CH NL DK FI ES PT SI 

Socio-demo          

Sex Male 9.4* 0.9 -1.7 6.5 -7.0 -1.5 7.6 -4.1 
Age +65 10.2**

(0.6) 
5.6 3.1 9.5* 17.5***

(0.6) 
4.6 3.0 -7.0 

Region Big city 3.5 4.0 0.7 1.0 -6.6 11.0 13.4* 
(0.4) 

6.0 

Dwelling Appartment 7.0* 
(0.4) 

-5.4 1.3 0.5 11.4* 
(0.4) 

4.5 18.0** 
(0.6) 

22.9***
(0.8) 

Household size Single -6.0 -3.5 -0.7 5.5 11.0* 
(0.4) 

1.8 -0.1 -0.2 

Education Tertiary -5.8 -3.4 -5.0* 
(-1.0) 

-1.6 -7.5 2.2 5.0 -0.6 

Income High -9.2* 
(-0.5) 

2.0 -6.0* 
(-1.2) 

-19.4***
(-1.0) 

-14.6*
(-0.5) 

-8.8* 
(-0.3) 

-6.0 -1.2 

Paid Work Yes -7.5* 
(-0.4) 

1.2 -4.1 -9.8* 
(-0.5) 

-16***
(-0.5) 

2.5 2.7 -4.3 

Social integration          

Social Membership  No member 1.9 0.4 4.2* 
(1.0) 

6.4* 
(0.2) 

3.7 -11.0 4.7 18.5**
(0.5) 

Feelings Safety Safe 1.3 -0.3 -1.5 -2.0 -11.6*
(-0.4) 

-1.0 10.5 -2.0 

Tvwatching More then 3h. 0.5 5.0* 6.0* -10.4* 8.7* 7.2 2.3 -3.3 
   (0.4) (1.2) (-0.5) (0.3)    
Personal friends No 9.1* 

(0.5) 
5.1 6.6** 

(1.3) 
9.6 13.3* 

(0.4) 
-17.7* 
(-0.5) 

0.0 11.7* 
(0.4) 

Social trust (anomia) Low (<4) 0.6 -0.6 2.0 3.7 0.0 4.1 7.0 6.6 

Political issues          

Political interest Interested -5.1 -3.0 -10***
(-2.0) 

-5.0 -15.2*
(-0.5) 

-1.0 
 

1.4 -1.8 

Discuss politics Often -3.9 -5.6 -5.0* 
(-1.0) 

-5.7 -14.6*
(-0.5) 

4.6 11.2 -5.0 

Voted  Yes 4.2 1.0 1.6 -3.0 -3.1 4.0 0.0 -1.8 
Trust Parliament Low 4.4 5.2 -1.0 0.3 10.0 12.4* 

(0.3) 
-0.3 -2.3 

Trust Politicians Low 3.7 -2.5 5.0* 
(1.0) 

4.4 5.0 9.0 -2.3 -9.2 

Trust E.P.. Low 1.5 2.7 8.7** 
(1.7) 

-2.1 -5.8 3.0 0.2 -0.2 
 

Trust UN. Low 4.9 2.6 5.0* 
(1.1) 

2.2 7.1 1.3 7.0 8.9 

Migration issues          

Financial support Disagree -1.2 -0.3 -8.5***
(-1.7) 

-10.7*
(-0.5) 

-3.1 6.5 -4.8 3.6 
 

Effects on economy Bad 
 

10.4* 
(0.6) 

3.9 3.3 14.9* 
(0.7) 

8.9 -2.9 -1.4 4.6 

Too much refugees Agree 4.8 
 

1.1 -3.6 -2.0 11.6* 
(0.4) 

13.6* 
(0.4) 

8.7 -2.9 

Same rights DisAgree 7.6* 
(0.4) 

-3.3 -1.3 0.7 4.4 7.9* 
(0.2) 

2.8 -3.0 

1.The numbers in parentheses represent the marginal bias that would be present if no conversion techniques 
would have been applied. It is only reported for those differences that are significant. 2. Significance was 
tested by means of the Pearson Chi2 test.  
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Overall, reluctant refusals seem to take less interest in politics, discuss politics less, live in 

apartments and big cities, are less likely to participate in social organisations, are less likely to 

have friends in these organisations, watch tv more often, are older, seem to have a lower 

socio-economical status and have less positive attitudes towards immigrants. The results also 

show some important cross national differences. For some countries the observed differences 

are in the other direction. In Spain, converted refusals are more likely to be members in social 

organisations, are more likely to have friends in these organisations and are more likely to 

discuss politics. In the other countries we find exactly the opposite. The question remains: how 

to explain these country differences. Two possibilities exist. A first explanation would be that 

the nonresponse mechanism differs in these countries. It could be that the mechanisms that 

cause certain groups not to participate in a survey differ from country to country. This 

conclusion would lead to the suggestion that cross-national comparisons could be hampered 

by differential nonresponse bias. A second explanation would be that in some countries the 

converted refusals resemble the cooperative respondents so much that their conversion 

increases the bias already present in the sample. Further research has to be done in the field 

of cross-national nonresponse bias. 

The marginal bias that would have been obtained if conversion procedures would not have 

been applied is generally between zero and one percent, which is comparable to other results 

in literature (Lynn, 2002). In the Netherlands, the effects are slightly higher, ranging from 1% 

to 2%, mainly due to the large amount of converted refusals there. In the Netherlands the 

largest effect is on the political interest variable. For this variable the marginal bias equals 2%. 

In the end, the decreasing effects of refusal conversion on nonresponse bias are rather 

modest..  

 

5. Modelling the probability of conversion success  

 
In this section we will try to find out whether the probability of conversion success is related to 

a number of relevant variables. At the moment we have only analyzed data from the 

Netherlands. Other countries will follow. We only include those cases for which the second 

interviewer made contact with the household. In addition, we will only include those cases for 

which refusals were reapproached by a different interviewer. Next, a summary of the 

independent variables is given: 
1) Likelihood of future cooperation. Ess-interviewers were asked to record and to estimate 

the likelihood of a future cooperation for every refusal. We expect that conversion success 

increases as the estimated likelihood of future cooperation increases. This variable consists of 

three categories: a) Respondent will certainly not cooperate in the future b) Respondent will 

probably not cooperate in the future c) Respondent will possibly or certainly cooperate in the 

future. 
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2) Reason of refusal. We make a distinction between refusals who gave survey-related 

reasons (no interest, privacy, surveys waste of time, etc.) and those who gave person-related 

reasons such as ‘no time’ or ‘bad moment’ at the first refusal. 

3) Nature of the refusal. Here, we make a distinction between refusals before selection, 

respondent refusals and proxy refusals. Refusal before selection are those refusals for which 

no selection has been made before the conversion attempt. We expect that conversion is 

easier when selection has been made, and when the first refusal was given by a proxy. In our 

analysis “respondent refusal will be treated as reference category. 

4) Length of time between previous contact attempt. The detailed contact description form 

enables us to calculate the time between the initial refusal and the first refusal conversion 

attempt. Textbooks recommend the use of a minimal cool-down period. In this section we will 

investigate whether such a cool-down period is necessary. Here we will take the number of 

days between the refusal and the first contact made by the second interviewer. 

5) Second interviewer. One can expect that the interviewer who tries to convert the reluctant 

sample case, has a large impact on the final outcome. Generally it is recommended to reissue 

a case to a different, more experienced “elite” interviewer. Here we only have one piece of 

information on the second interviewer: the response rate he obtained for those cases for 

whom he was the first interviewer. 

6) First interviewer. One can also expect that the first interviewer indirectly influences the 

success rate. We hypothesize that respondents that were approached by a ‘good’ interviewer 

(one that obtains high response rates) and still refused are ‘harder’ to convert then 

respondents that were first approached by a ‘bad’ interviewer. 

7) Timing of call. One might argue that the success of obtaining a successful interview 

depends on the hour of day (morning, afternoon, weekend) and day in the week (weekday vs 

weekend). Here, “morning” will be treated as reference category.  

From a practical point of view our interest focuses mainly on those variables that are 

related to the survey-design: the length of the cooling-down period and the influence of the 

first and second interviewer. The person-related variables such as the nature or reason for 

refusal are of little interest since they cannot be used to optimise conversion procedures. 

Focusing attention towards certain “soft” refusals may increase response rates but may have a 

reverse effect on the response bias.  

To model the probability of conversion success we used a multilevel logistic regression 

model with the converting interviewer as level-two unit. According to Hox (1991) multilevel 

analysis is the most appropriate way of analysing interviewer effects. We can model the 

probability that interviewer j obtains a completed interview from respondent i as:  

 

Logit (πij) = β0j + β1 x1ij+ β2x2ij +……….+  βpxpij                                p=1,……..P 
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Here, β0j varies randomly across interviewers. We will fit this model with the specialized 

multilevel package MLWIN. For non-linear models, the Mlwin program doesn’t provide exact 

maximum likelihood solutions but quasi-likelihood approximations. In this analysis we used a 

second-order approximation to the likelihood and a Taylor expansion around the predicted 

values (including predicted residuals in the linear component of the approximation). (second-

order PQL-estimation). 

Table 7 shows the results of the analysis. In the Netherlands we found significant effects of 

the length of the cool-down period, the estimated cooperation in the future, the nature of 

refusal, the timing of the contacting attempt and the response rate obtained by the second 

interviewer. The effects are all in the expected direction. The odds for success seem to 

increase as the length of time between initial refusal and conversion attempt increases. The 

results seem to support the possible benefits of a ‘cool-down’ period. The odds for refusal 

seem to be significantly lower if no selection has been made before the conversion attempt. 

Refusal before selection apparently says something about the hardness of the initial refusal. 

Somewhat evidently the odds for success increase when the first interviewer has estimated 

that the respondent is likely to cooperate in the future. A more useful finding is the fact that the 

interviewer-variance is significant (tested by means of WALD-test). This means that after 

controlling for relevant respondent characteristics some interviewers are more likely to achieve 

conversion success. Part of this interviewer-variance is explained by the response rates 

obtained by this interviewer (for those cases for which he was the first interviewer). The results 

suggest that some interviewers have more converting skills then others. The effect of the 

achieved response rate of the second interviewer suggests that those interviewers that are 

more successful in persuading initial respondents are also more successful in persuading 

reluctant respondents.  
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Table 8: Two-level analysis with the converting interviewer as level-two identifier 
(modelling probability of success) 

 

 COEFF (S.E.) 
Fixed  
 Respondent level  
 Constant  -0.684 (0.24)* 
 Apartment (yes)  0.21 (0.21) 
 Probably no future coop 
 (vs. certainly no coop.) 

 -0.05 (0.18) 

 Possible future coop 
 (vs. certainly no coop.) 

  0.56 (0.27)* 

 Length of time (days)     0.02 (0.005)** 
 Afternoon (vs. morning)     0.42 (0.19)* 
 Evening (vs. morning)    -0.36 (0.22) 
 Weekend (vs. weekday)    -0.26 (0.20) 
 Refusal by proxy     0.33 (0.31) 
 Refusal before selection    -0.36 (0.18)* 
 Response rate (int1)     0.73 (0.70) 
 Reason for refusal (person)    -0.02 (0.18) 
 Interviewer level  
 Response rate (int2)     1.57 (0.58)** 
Random  
 Interviewer level  

 σ2
constant     0.53 (0.18)* 

 Respondent level  

 σ2
e     1a. 

 *p <0.05  ** p<0.1 
 a. Constrained 
 

The model also suggests that the first interviewer hasn’t got a large effect. The effect of the 

timing of calls suggests that the afternoon is the best time to reapproach initial refusals, the 

evenings are the worst time. Some remarks have to be made however, the timing of calls may 

be related to the characteristics of refusals. Interviewers may choose to visit households in 

specific areas on certain times. Hence, the timing of calls and certain household 

characteristics may become confounded and the parameter estimates may be somewhat 

biased. 

 

Conclusions 

 

In this paper the refusal conversion practice of a selection of countries that participated in the 

ESS was examined. The results of the analysis show considerable variation in conversion 

efforts. Countries such as Great Britain, Switzerland and The Netherlands have invested 

considerable efforts in reapproaching refusals. Partly the variations in efforts relate to the 
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necessity to obtain reasonable response rates. The countries that reproached refusals on a 

large scale are those countries with low initial response rates.  

With respect to the effects of refusal conversion practice on nonresponse rates, we can 

say that the conversion procedures were only successful in the Netherlands. In this country, 

response rates increased from 55% before conversion to 70% after conversion. Although we 

cannot explain this success with the data at hand, we expect that this success is attributable to 

the special conversion strategies used in this country. For countries such as Great Britain, who 

made tremendous efforts in recontacting refusals, the effects were a lot smaller and do not 

seem to compensate for the tremendous costs. This paper also tried to assess the effects of 

refusal conversion on nonresponse bias. We demonstrated how there are quite some 

differences between converted refusals and cooperative respondents, indicating the presence 

of nonresponse bias. However, due to low conversion success rates, reapproaching refusals 

didn’t result in a substantial decrease of nonresponse bias. The highest effect was found in the 

Netherlands on the distribution of the “political interest”-variable. Here, the percentage of 

people reporting interest in politics decreases with 2% by successfully reconverting refusals.  

Finally we also modelled the probability of conversion effects as a function of design -

interviewer- and respondent characteristics. The results seem to suggest that the converting 

interviewer has a significant impact on the success rate. In a multi-level analysis we found that 

controlling for relevant respondent characteristics, some interviewers obtain higher conversion 

rates then others. This result stresses the importance of the converting interviewers as a 

crucial actor in the successful implementation of refusal conversion procedures. 
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