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As surveys increasingly transition to self-completion approaches, understanding the impact of
design decisions on survey outcomes becomes paramount. This includes assessing the effects of
different questionnaire lengths on survey quality and considering what length of questionnaire
can reasonably be fielded in a self-completion environment. This paper presents findings from
a self-completion experiment conducted in Austria in 2021, which compared the full European
Social Survey Round 10 questionnaire (estimated 50-minute completion time) with a shorter
version (anticipated 35-minute completion time). The analysis includes a comparison between
the longer and shorter versions based on response rates, sample composition, and data qual-
ity indicators. Except for response rates, which were significantly but only slightly higher in
the shorter condition, results for both versions were generally comparable. Fielding a shorter
questionnaire did not produce clear benefits in terms of sample composition or data quality.
These results suggest that a questionnaire that would traditionally be regarded as lengthy for
self-completion can yield acceptable outcomes.

Keywords: interview length; self-administered survey; european social survey; response

rates; data quality

1 Introduction

In many countries, face-to-face surveys have seen escalat-
ing costs (Wolf, Christmann, Gummer, Schnaudt & Verho-
even, 2021) and consistent declines in response rates (Beul-
lens, Loosveldt, Vandenplas & Stoop, 2018; Luiten, Hox &
de Leeuw, 2020). At the same time, concerns have grown
about the impact of negative interviewer effects, especially
where these differ between nations in cross-national studies
(Loosveldt & Beullens, 2017; Loosveldt & Wuyts, 2020).
While these challenges are not new, the COVID-19 pan-
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demic introduced additional difficulties for face-to-face data
collection, accelerating the need to develop high-quality al-
ternatives, including self-completion modes (Olson et al.,
2020). However, self-completion surveys come with their
own challenges, such as lower response rates (Daikeler,
Bosnjak & Manfreda, 2020), difficulties with selection of
respondents within households (Smyth, Olson & Stange,
2019), concerns about administering lengthy questionnaires
(Revilla & Hohne, 2020), lower respondent attention (An-
duiza & Galais, 2017), and other concerns including cover-
age issues in web surveys, exclusion of low-literacy groups,
and questionnaire administration limitations for paper self-
completion instruments.

This paper examines the feasibility of administering
longer surveys using self-completion instruments by test-
ing two survey lengths that are traditionally fielded as face-
to-face surveys. Our analysis is based on a self-completion
(web followed by paper) experiment conducted in Austria
in 2021, using the European Social Survey (ESS) Round 10
questionnaire. We compare response rates, sample com-
position, and data quality indicators between approximate
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questionnaire lengths of 50 and 35 min. This research builds
on an earlier experiment conducted in three countries (Aus-
tria, Hungary, Serbia) that tested a shorter version of the
ESS questionnaire (= 20min) with positive outcomes
(Fitzgerald, 2021).

2 Background

2.1 The Relevance of Survey Length

Peytchev et al. (2020) observe that the impact of survey
length on survey participation has received surprisingly lit-
tle attention, perhaps being seen more as a static attribute
than an alterable design feature. While survey length can
be shortened by reducing the number of questions, such
reduction comes with trade-offs, reducing the scope of the
survey and providing less data to users. Therefore, the im-
pact of longer questionnaires on survey outcomes warrants
thorough examination to inform decisions about the nature
and scale of potential reductions in content.

The length of a questionnaire can influence multiple di-
mensions of response: respondents’ willingness to start the
survey, their likelihood of completing it, and the quality
of the data they provide. Singer’s (2011) benefit-cost the-
ory of survey participation argues that individuals choose
to participate when they perceive the benefits of doing so
outweigh the costs. As the length of a survey increases, the
perceived ‘cost’ of participation may be higher, and consid-
eration may be needed as to whether the benefits (financial
or otherwise) are sufficient, or can be made sufficient, to
counterbalance this.

Leverage salience theory, introduced by Groves, Singer,
and Corning (2000), describes how various survey design
attributes have different ‘leverages’ on the decision to coop-
erate for different people. Extending this to survey length,
this theory suggests that a longer survey may deter partici-
pation for certain sample members, even if a difference in
length may be less important for other people.

Any discussion on survey length links with the exten-
sive literature on response burden. Yan and Williams (2022)
note that ‘burden’ is used as a broad term to refer to both
actual (objective) and perceived (subjective) burden. Brad-
burn (1977) identified four factors that influence response
burden: (1) interview length, (2) the effort required by re-
spondents, (3) the frequency of interviewing, and (4) the
amount of stress experienced by respondents. Gummer and
RoBmann (2015) observe that interview duration is a direct
measure of response burden for respondents, with longer
surveys typically imposing a higher burden on respondents.

There may also be an interaction between survey mode
and questionnaire length. A longer questionnaire might be

seen as more challenging in a self-completion survey com-
pared to a face-to-face interview, where the interviewer has
sometimes been considered more capable of motivating tar-
get respondents to complete the survey (Luijkx et al., 2021).

2.2 Impact of Survey Length on Response Rates

A low response rate may increase the risk of non-response
bias, though the extent to which this applies can vary from
survey to survey (Groves et al., 2008). A survey’s response
rate is determined both by the proportion of (eligible) re-
spondents who start the survey and the proportion of those
who, having started, complete it.

The announced survey duration might influence the de-
cision of potential respondents to start the survey. If the sur-
vey is perceived as being excessively long, some may deem
it too burdensome, and elect not to start it. Past research has
shown that the longer the stated duration is for a web sur-
vey, the fewer respondents start it. This includes Galesic and
Bosnjak (2009), who compared the impact of announced
lengths of 10, 20, and 30min for an opt-in web survey in
Croatia. Their findings revealed that 75% started the 10-
minute survey, compared with 65% for the 20-minute sur-
vey and 62% for the 30-minute survey. Similarly, Yan, Con-
rad, Tourangeau and Couper (2011) found that fewer indi-
viduals started a web survey when presented with a longer
estimated duration (25 or 40 min) than a shorter one (5 or
10 min).

Other studies have examined the relationship between
survey length and break-off rates (the proportion of indi-
viduals who started the survey but did not finish it). Yan
et al. (2011, p. 141) found higher break-off rates for a 25-
minute survey compared with a 16-minute one, noting this
was to be anticipated as “each new question provides an
opportunity to break off and there are more opportunities
in the long than short questionnaire.”

Mavletova and Couper (2015) conducted a meta-analysis
of 39 independent samples and found lower breakoff rates
in shorter surveys when respondents were using mobile de-
vices to complete web surveys. This group is particularly
important given the growth in use of mobile devices for
survey completion (Gummer, Hohne, Rettig, Romann and
Kummerow, 2023) and the greater likelihood of those using
these devices to break-off midway through surveys (Emery
et al., 2023).

Further evidence is provided by Marcus, Bosnjak, Lind-
ner, Pilischenko and Schiitz (2007), who assessed the
overall response rate of a web survey comparing two
lengths—one version containing 91 items and one encom-
passing 359 items. The response rate for the longer version
was 19%, significantly lower than the 31% achieved by the
shorter version.
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While a significant body of evidence points to the rela-
tionship between questionnaire length and response rates,
the results across self-completion studies are not always
consistent. Rolstad, Adler and Rydén (2011) carried out
a meta-analysis of 25 paper surveys comparing different
questionnaire lengths based on the number of pages. Of the
studies examined, only six reported a significant reduction
in response rates when longer questionnaires were adminis-
tered. They conclude that other factors (e.g., survey content)
may be as important as the length of the questionnaire. Yan
et al. (2022, p. 951), referencing this study, observed that
“... it is not clear whether or not survey length actually does
lead to response burden and lower response rates and what
the survey field (and regulators) should do with regard to
survey length”.

2.3 Impact of Survey Length on Data Quality

The length of a questionnaire may also impact the quality
of the data provided by respondents. Krosnick (1991) in-
troduced the term ‘satisficing’ to describe situations where
respondents provide a satisfactory rather than an optimal
answer, often due to the increased cognitive effort required
for the latter. He identifies three key factors that contribute
to satisficing: (1) task difficulty, (2) respondent ability, and
(3) respondent motivation. It might be hypothesised that
questionnaire length directly affects both task difficulty and
respondent motivation. A longer questionnaire may impose
a greater cumulative burden to the respondent’s task and re-
sult in increased satisficing behaviours, particularly towards
the end of the questionnaire. Equally, respondents may be
less motivated to put optimal effort in completing a longer
survey.

Peytchev and Peytcheva (2017) note that researchers
have long suspected a positive association between survey
length and measurement error, citing two types of evi-
dence to support this claim. The first involves respondents
providing answers that will deliberately allow them to
skip additional questions (Daikeler, Bach, Silber & Eck-
man, 2022). The second is non-random measurement error
caused by lower quality answers towards the end of sur-
veys. Examples of the latter include Galesic et al. (2009)
who found that answers to questions located later in the
questionnaire were faster, shorter, and more uniform than
those positioned near the beginning. Sahlqvist et al. (2011)
compared a 15- and a 24-page paper questionnaire and
found that item non-response was significantly higher in
the longer questionnaire compared with the shorter one
(10% versus 6%). However, it remains unclear if this is
partly related to the omission of certain types of question
from the shorter questionnaire, where non-response may
have been higher.

These examples offer some tentative evidence of the re-
lationship between survey length and data quality. How-
ever, evidence in this area remains limited, underscoring
the need for further research. Our study contributes to this
body of research by comparing data quality across multiple
indicators for a subset of questions asked in both question-
naire length versions. Such a comparison will help establish
whether any decline in response quality over the course of
a survey is heightened as the overall length increases.

2.4 What Might be the Different Impacts for Web and
Paper Questionnaires?

In the above sections, we have noted several studies exam-
ining the impact of questionnaire length on response rates
and data quality in self-completion surveys. Such surveys
can either be administered via the web, on paper, or a com-
bination of both, and the effects may differ depending on
which self-completion mode(s) are used. Most of the ref-
erenced experiments based on web surveys show a decline
in response rates as survey length increases. Rolstad’s et al.
(2011) meta-analysis stands out as an exception to this gen-
eral finding, with only a quarter of the studies showing sig-
nificantly lower response rates for longer questionnaires.
However, this analysis was based on paper questionnaires,
suggesting that the implications of survey length could man-
ifest differently between paper and web modes.

There are clear differences in the way respondents inter-
act with surveys depending on the mode. For example, the
length of the survey will be more immediately apparent to
those receiving a paper version as they can see the size of
the questionnaire. They can also see the questionnaire rout-
ing and how their answers lead to subsequent questions.
There may be differences between how long different re-
spondents can engage with each mode and how likely they
are to take breaks while completing the questionnaire. For
mixed-mode surveys that allow both web and paper re-
sponses, there are also differences in who responds using
each mode. For example, younger and more educated in-
dividuals are more likely to respond on the web whereas
older people are more likely to take part on paper (Kot-
narowski, 2023). If survey length has differential impacts
between web and paper questionnaires, this can impact on
the achieved sample composition. To further assess these
interactions, it is important to compare the impact of dif-
ferent questionnaire lengths between web and paper instru-
ments, as we do in our experiment.
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2.5 Why Might Longer Questionnaires Be Needed?

Revilla et al. (2020) asked panellists from two online pan-
els in Germany about their opinions on the ideal and maxi-
mum lengths of surveys. Their results suggest that the ideal
length for an online survey is between 10 and 15 min, with
the maximum length ranging from 20-28 min. The authors
conclude that their study can provide valuable information
for researchers and practitioners in deciding the length of
online surveys, noting that surveys exceeding 30min are
often perceived as overly lengthy.

The general advice to limit the length of questionnaires
seems logical. A questionnaire should only include the
questions needed to meet the study’s objectives, avoid-
ing unnecessary or lower-priority content that could in-
crease respondent burden. However, the challenge can be
greater for existing, lengthy questionnaires that are being
transitioned to new data collection modes. For example,
the European Social Survey (ESS), which was conducted
face-to-face for its first nine rounds (2002-2018), typically
takes about 60 min to complete. Such a duration is not un-
usual for face-to-face surveys. If questionnaires longer than
30min prove problematic in self-completion environments,
the ESS, along with other similar surveys, would require
substantial modifications before transitioning to a self-ad-
ministered approach.

Trimming a questionnaire by potentially half means cer-
tain topics may need to be removed, thereby diminishing
the value of the data set for both users and sponsors. There
are considerable costs and efforts required to field a high-
quality cross-national survey and justifying this investment
may become harder when the amount of data collected is
reduced. Having additional but shorter surveys can also be
operationally challenging in a cross-national setting.

Efforts have been made to limit questionnaire length with
minimal content loss by adopting matrix or modularised de-
signs. A matrix approach involves a planned missing data
design (Enders, 2010) that seeks to reduce respondent bur-
den by distributing questionnaire items across different ver-
sions, with each respondent receiving only a subset of the
total items. Luijkx et al. (2021) tested a matrix design in
the 2017 European Values Study, where the questionnaire
was split into shorter versions, each containing a subset
of questions from the full questionnaire. Respondents were
then randomly assigned to different versions, ensuring that
all questions were answered by a sufficiently large num-
ber of respondents across the entire sample. However, they
found similar response rates for both the full and matrix
versions.

A modularised design involves splitting a survey into
multiple parts which are completed by respondents in sep-
arate shorter ‘chunks’, rather than as a single exercise.
Peytchev et al. (2020) tested a modularised design, in which

a 30-minute questionnaire was split into two 15-minute
parts, with respondents asked to complete each part sepa-
rately. They found that the single 30-minute version yielded
a higher response rate than the combined rate of the two
15-minute parts.

The matrix and modularised designs highlighted above
are only two examples, and it might be possible that in
other contexts such designs could deliver improved out-
comes compared with a single longer questionnaire ver-
sion. However, even if such designs were to improve re-
sponse rates and other metrics, they would also introduce
challenges. For example, a matrix design results in a more
complex data structure, with data available at different lev-
els for different parts of the questionnaire. This also limits
opportunities for analysis of relationships between topics
covered in different versions. The ESS has always sought
to produce accessible data sets that can be easily used by
all levels of users, and designs that add complexity may re-
duce this accessibility. Furthermore, administering multiple
questionnaire versions in a cross-national survey covering
around 30 countries, which also includes a paper question-
naire, presents clear practical challenges.

While we acknowledge the potential benefits of matrix
and modularised designs, they are not currently considered
as an option for the ESS. Therefore, our focus for this paper
is on the outcomes associated with fielding a complete ver-
sion of the ESS questionnaire in a self-completion context
versus a shorter version.

Given the drawbacks of limiting questionnaire length,
there is a need for a robust evidence base to inform spon-
sors and practitioners about the repercussions of different
survey lengths. Ultimately, this consideration may go be-
yond a comparison of which survey length delivers the best
response rate or sample composition. It may be the case, for
example, that a shorter questionnaire does achieve a better
response rate than a longer version. However, this improve-
ment might come at the cost of a reduction in the data
delivered from the survey, which can impact on its over-
all utility. It may therefore need to be considered whether
a small decline in response rate is an acceptable trade-off
for the additional data that is provided to data users and
funders. This may be particularly the case if there are no
differences in sample composition or data quality between
the different length versions.

There are encouraging findings from cross-national stud-
ies probing the feasibility of transitioning long surveys from
interviewer-administered to self-administered approaches.
The 2017 European Values Study (approx. length 60 min)
achieved responses rates ranging between 35 and 45% in
Germany, Switzerland, Denmark, and Iceland when testing
its full survey questionnaire in self-completion modes (Lui-
jkx et al., 2021). A three-country experiment in the Gender
and Generations Survey (approx. length 40 min) found that
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a push-to-web design was equally or more successful than
a face-to-face design in two of the three countries (Croa-
tia and Germany, respective push-to-web response rates of
48% and 26%) (Lugtig et al., 2022). However, the push-to-
web design was less successful in Portugal (13% response
rate). In Round 10 of the European Social Survey, due to
restrictions on face-to-face fieldwork from the COVID pan-
demic, nine countries adopted a self-completion (web and
paper) approach, based on the near-full (60-minute) ques-
tionnaire. In 7 of the 9 countries, response rates ranging be-
tween 30 and 39% were achieved (O’Muircheartaigh, Han-
son & Fitzgerald, 2023). These examples provide tentative
evidence that reasonable response rates can be achieved for
long questionnaires in a self-completion context. However,
further research is needed regarding how these figures com-
pare with what can be achieved with shorter questionnaires,
and to assess impacts beyond headline response rates.

3 Current Study

The current study adds to the existing evidence on the im-
pact of survey length for self-completion surveys in three
important respects. First, our experiment is based on a long
survey, averaging nearly one hour for the face-to-face ESS.
With a few exceptions, most of the experiments in the liter-
ature are based on shorter lengths (e.g., 5-30min). There is
a marked difference between comparing a 5-minute survey
with a 10-minute survey, versus comparing two lengthier
versions (in this case, a 35- and 50-minute questionnaire).
It was a deliberate decision to compare two versions, both
of which might be seen as long in a self-completion survey
context, as reducing some survey questionnaires to under
30min, for example, may be highly problematic.

Second, this experiment is based on a combination of
web and paper modes. Many of the examples from the lit-
erature are based on either web or paper surveys, but rarely
both. This experiment allows us to assess the impact on
overall response rates as well as of the share of web and
paper completion. This is important as it is not currently
feasible in most European countries to deliver robust popu-
lation level data from a web-only approach.

Third, in common with some of the above studies, we
extend our analysis beyond a comparison of response rates
between the different length versions to examine the impact
on sample composition and data quality. This is important
as the evidence suggests that response rates alone are a lim-
ited indicator of survey quality (Groves, et al., 2008). It may
be the case, for example, that a longer questionnaire deliv-
ers a lower response rate, yet equivalent sample and data
quality compared to a shorter version. Conversely, there
may be no difference in response rates based on length, but
data quality may be lower with a longer questionnaire.

3.1 Research Questions

This experiment was designed to answer the following re-
search questions and test their accompanying hypotheses:

RQ; How does survey length influence response rates?

H; Response rates will be lower for the lengthier question-
naire. This is based on evidence from most of the stud-
ies cited in the literature review, which found lower re-
sponse rates as questionnaire length increased. We also ex-
pect a higher breakoff rate for the longer questionnaire.

RQ; Are there differences in sample composition depending
on survey length?

H, There is less evidence from previous studies regard-
ing the impact of different survey lengths on sample com-
position. However, certain subgroups are often underrepre-
sented in surveys, including younger people, those with
lower levels of education, those on lower incomes, and
those born outside of the country. We hypothesise that
this underrepresentation may be compounded by the longer
questionnaire length. Overall, we expect the sample com-
position to be closer to the population for the shorter con-
dition.

RQ; Are there differences in data quality based on survey
length?

H; We expect respondent burden to increase as question-
naire length increases, resulting in greater satisficing be-
haviours for the longer questionnaire. In particular, we ex-
pect item nonresponse and non-differentiation to be higher
and concurrent validity and internal consistency to be lower
in the lengthier questionnaire.

4 Methodology

4.1 Participants

The target population for this study comprised individuals
aged 18 or over residing in private households in Austria.
A two-stage approach was followed to sample target re-
spondents. First, a random sample of 4000 households was
drawn from the Austrian Postal Service (data.door). Since
all contact with addresses was conducted via mail and no
in-person visits were required, an unclustered sample was
drawn.

Second, within sampled households, one adult aged 18
or over was (quasi)randomly selected. This selection was
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done through instructions in the invitation letter and on
the landing page, specifying that the survey should only
be completed by the adult in the household with the next
birthday. Check questions were included at the start of the
questionnaire to try and ensure that the correct person was
completing the survey.

4.2 Experimental Design and Procedure

Each sampled household was randomly assigned to receive
either a ‘shorter’ (estimated length 35 min), or ‘longer’ (es-
timated length 50min) version of the questionnaire. The
expected survey length (35 or 50min) was announced in
the invitation letter. Actual mean completion times were
about 10 min longer for both length versions. The question-
naire length experiment was crossed with an experiment on
the conditional incentive amount. Within the shorter and
longer conditions, respondents were randomly assigned to
receive a €10 voucher following completion of the survey,
or a €25 voucher. All groups received a €5 prepaid cash
incentive with the first mailing. No significant interactions
were found between length and incentive conditions. There-
fore, for this paper, we combine the two shorter conditions
and compare the results with the two longer conditions.
This gives a gross sample size of 2000 cases per condition.

The lengthier version covered the full ESS Round 10
questionnaire, comprising 274 questions. The shorter ver-
sion excluded two modules on democracy and digital so-
cial contacts. These two modules comprised 92 questions,
thereby reducing the total question count for the shorter
questionnaire to 182. These question counts refer to the
total number of questions without taking into account rout-
ing. Consequently, the number of questions per respondent
could be lower than this. Table Al in Appendix 1 pro-
vides a summary of the questionnaire content and how this
differed between the length conditions. Copies of the two
paper questionnaire versions, as fielded in German langu-
age, are included in Annexe A. The lengthier questionnaire
was 36 pages in the paper version while the shorter ques-
tionnaire was 28 pages.

Data collection was carried out between 13" April and
7% June 2021. After receiving approval from the Institu-
tional Review Board, survey invitations were mailed on
13® April 2021. A reminder followed one week later on
20" April 2021, and a second reminder accompanied by
a paper questionnaire was sent to all non-respondents a fur-
ther two weeks later on 5" May 2021. A final postcard
reminder was sent to those who had not responded on 18®
May 2021. The web-based survey closed on 1* June, while
the deadline for the return of paper questionnaires was 7%
June. Data collection took place after COVID lockdowns

in Austria had ended but while some restrictions were still
in place (e.g., mandatory FFP2-mask wearing).

All letters included a simple URL (www.lebeninoesterrei
ch.org) that led to a landing page which had a link to the
Qualtrics web survey platform. To access the survey, par-
ticipants were asked to enter a unique access code that was
provided in the invitation and reminders. To encourage web
responses, the first two mailings did not include a paper
questionnaire, but a sentence was included highlighting that
it would be sent in a later mailing. The questionnaire was
provided in the German language.

We acknowledge that there were elements of the de-
sign used for this study may not reflect what was done
for other studies that have compared questionnaire length
between conditions. First, all sampled addresses were sent
an unconditional monetary incentive (a €5 note). Com-
bined with the conditional incentive (either €10 or €25),
this may be a larger incentive than other studies in Europe
have offered. Second, the invitation and reminder letters
were jointly branded from the Institute for Advanced Stud-
ies (IHS), an independent research institute in Vienna, and
the Institute for Empirical Social Research (IFES) in Aus-
tria. The letters were signed by Austria’s National Coordi-
nator for the European Social Survey, based at IHS. This
branding may have given the survey greater academic cred-
ibility than may be an option for other studies. Third, the
ESS questionnaire includes relatively little routing or com-
plicated design elements, which makes it feasible to offer
a paper questionnaire without needing excessive pages (as
noted above, the 50-minute version equated to 36 pages).
We also worked with Don Dillman as a consultant on the
project and drew on his advice regarding the design of the
questionnaire and materials (Dillman, Smyth and Christian,
2014). This included making a link between the survey top-
ics mentioned in the letters and those appearing at the start
of the questionnaire, varying the wording between letters
regarding motivation to participate, and varying the size
and style of envelopes for different mailings. Images of
the survey materials, in German language, are included in
Annexe B.

5 Measures

5.1 Response Rates (RQ1)

Response rates were calculated by dividing the number of
valid responses by the number of valid addresses. Valid re-
sponses comprised fully and partially completed question-
naires with responses to at least one of the final 33 ques-
tions in the survey. The response rate calculation was based
on the AAPOR RR1 formula, where the denominator for
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the response rate represents the maximum number of po-
tentially eligible cases, inclusive of those with unknown
eligibility. Cases known to be ineligible, where invitation
letters were returned as undeliverable, were excluded from
the denominator.

5.2 Sample Composition (RQ2)

To assess the composition of the samples and determine
how well they resemble the population, multiple indicators
were used, including sex, age, education, employment sta-
tus, citizenship, household size, and country of birth. These
indicators were compared with both the ESS Round 9 (R9)
data from Austria (based on face-to-face data collection)
and Austrian population statistics.

5.3 Data Quality (RQ3)

Multiple indicators were used to evaluate the data across
quality conditions: item-nonresponse, non-differentiation,
validity, and internal consistency. We also cover willingness
to be recontacted for further research in this section. While
this may not strictly be a measure of data quality, we con-
sider it an important metric to compare between conditions.
For example, lower agreement to recontact among those
completing the longer questionnaire may suggest a more
negative respondent experience, which may have implica-
tions for future survey participation more generally.

1. Item non-response: To explore potential differences in
item non-response between length conditions, a count
variable denoting the number of questions respondents
skipped throughout the questionnaire was created. For
this, we used 121 close-ended, single-choice questions
asked to all respondents in both length versions.

2. Non-differentiation: The 21 items from the Human Val-
ues Scale were used to assess non-differentiation. These
questions were selected as they measure various orienta-
tions, and respondents are not expected to select the same
answers (which would be a valid form of non-differenti-
ation, Reuning & Plutzer, 2020). An indicator of non-dif-
ferentiation was generated by computing the coefficient
of variation (CV). This CV is calculated for each respon-
dent as the standard deviation of responses divided by
their mean. Higher CV values indicate greater differen-
tiation among responses, while lower values suggest less
differentiation.

3. Validity: As an indicator of concurrent validity, we anal-
ysed the correlation between two items where a negative
association was expected: “Gay men and lesbians should
be free to live their own life as they wish” and “If a close

family member was a gay man or a lesbian, I would feel
ashamed”. Both statements were evaluated using 5-point
agree-disagree scales.

4. Internal consistency: We assessed the internal consis-
tency of the institutional trust scale, which comprises
eight items measuring trust in various institutions: the
national parliament, the European Parliament, the United
Nations, politicians, political parties, the legal system,
the police, and scientists. Each item was rated on an 11-
point scale, ranging from “no trust at all” to “complete
trust”.

5. Willingness to be recontacted: In surveys like the ESS,
where a panel is built from the main survey (Bottoni &
Fitzgerald, 2021), the ability to recontact respondents is
crucial for achieving a sufficient sample size at the re-
contact stage. We compared the proportion of respon-
dents who agreed to be recontacted for further research
between the shorter and longer questionnaire group, with
this question being placed at the very end of the survey.

6 Analytic Strategy

The analysis was carried out in three main steps. First, we
used unweighted data to examine response rate differences
between the length conditions. We observed breakoff rates
among those completing the web survey between condi-
tions. We also examined the share of web and paper re-
sponses across conditions using chi-squared tests.

Second, we examined whether the demographic com-
position of the samples differed by condition. To do this,
we used ANOVAs for age and years of education and chi-
square tests for sex, age groups, citizenship, paid work, and
country of birth. We also compared the characteristics of
the achieved samples with benchmark data (ESS Round 9,
and Labour Market Statistics, Statistics Austria, 2019) us-
ing dissimilarity indices (d).

For each demographic, d was computed as the sum of
the absolute difference between the proportion of the demo-
graphic in the sample and its proportion in the benchmark,
divided by half. This index can be interpreted as the propor-
tion of observations that would need to change categories
in the experimental conditions to achieve perfect agreement
with the benchmark data (Biemer et al., 2018). A d value of
< 0.10 typically indicates “good” agreement, while a value
of d < 0.05 denotes “very good” agreement. The primary
aim of this analysis is to identify which of the two groups
best represents the target population before post-survey ad-
justments are made. Note that a large d value for a group
does not necessarily indicate that the group will produce
biased estimates. Even if there is a discrepancy between
the sample and the benchmark data, weighting adjustments
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should rectify them to an extent. However, the dissimilarity
analysis provides insight into the extent to which these post-
survey adjustments are needed to reduce potential bias. In
addition, post-survey adjustments are not always success-
ful in reducing bias and may increase the standard errors
of estimates due to increased weight variation. Therefore,
conditions with smaller dissimilarity indexes are preferable
(Biemer et al., 2018).

And third, we compared potential differences in data
quality between length conditions. Item nonresponse and
non-differentiation were compared using ANOVAs, while
validity was assessed via correlations. Considering the or-
dinal nature of the variables (5-point scales), the Spearman
correlation coefficient was used. Cronbach’s alpha values
were computed for the shorter and longer questionnaire
groups, and the results were compared using a chi-squared-
test. Potential differences in willingness to be recontacted
were explored using chi-squared tests. All the analyses were
conducted using Stata 16, except for the comparison of al-
pha values, which was run using the cocron package in R
(Diedenhofen, 2016).

7 Results

7.1 Response Rates

Fig. 1 shows the response rate and corresponding 95% con-
fidence interval for each condition. The short condition in-
creased the response rate to the questionnaire by 4.2 points,
from 34% when the questionnaire was 50 min to 38% when
it was about 35min. The effect size was small (Cramer’s
V = -0.04), yet the difference was statistically significant
(X2 =17.76; p = 0.005).

47 37.8]
3367 L
1

Response Rate

Longer (n=1,985) Shorter (n=1,982)

Survey Length

Fig. 1

Response rate by length condition

Among those responding online, there was no significant
difference in the breakoff rate between the length conditions
(X2 = 0.21; p = 0.645). The breakoff rate for the longer
questionnaire was 12% compared with 13% for the shorter
questionnaire.

Approximately three out of four respondents completed
the questionnaire online, with no significant differences be-
tween the length conditions (X? = 0.48, p = 0.490) (see
Fig. 2). This suggests that the lengthier questionnaire did
not deter respondents from completing it on paper, despite
the visible thickness of the instrument (36 pages).

7.2 Sample Composition

Sample composition, summarised in Table 1, was com-
parable for both length conditions. No significant differ-
ences were observed between the samples from the shorter
and longer conditions. However, in comparison with the
benchmark data, both underrepresented young adults (ages
18-29), while overrepresenting both Austrian citizens and
individuals born in Austria.

To further assess the representativity of the samples from
the two conditions, we compared their distributions against
benchmark data. This benchmark data was sourced from
population statistics and weighted ESS R9 distributions.
Following the approach from Biemer et al. (2018), we used
the dissimilarity index (d) to measure unrepresentativeness.

Fig. 3 shows the values of the dissimilarity index, ex-
pressed as percentages for each of the variables. Of these,
the largest discrepancies are found for citizenship and coun-
try of birth, where approximately 10% of cases would need
to change categories in the samples to match the population
(for citizenship, d indices are d = 11.0 for the lengthier con-
dition and d = 10.3 for the shorter condition; for country of

74.8 732
100
80
S 60
% = Paper
§ B3 Web
40|
20
0
Longer Shorter
Fig. 2

Share of web and paper response by length condition
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Table 1

Sample composition by length condition

Weighted ESS R9
Variable Shorter (35 mins), % Longer (35 mins), % t-test/chi sq data (2018) Statistics AT (2019)
Sex
Female 54 53 0.08 52 51
Male 46 47 48 49
Age
18-29 11 10 0.59 17 18
3049 31 32 34 33
50-64 31 31 26 27
65+ 28 27 23 23
Average age 52 52 0.07 50 -
Education (Average years) 14 14 -0.35 13 -
In paid work 57 60 0.79 57 50
Citizenship
Austrian 94 94 0.34 92 83
Non-Austrian 6 6 8 17
Country of birth
Austria 91 90 0.19 86 80
Other country 9 10 14 20
15,0 and sex, the dissimilarity indices fall in the “very good”
range for both conditions.
- 2 03 104 101
Fa T 7.3 Data Quality
= 77
é The composite variable measuring item nonresponse ranged
. 443 from O to 107, with an average of 3.3 missing observations
per respondent (SD = 9.2). There were no significant differ-
1o ences in the average number of missing values between the
mﬂ shorter (M = 3.20) and the longer conditions (M =3.38) (¢ =
00 =% nger Shoter  Longer Shoter  Longer Shorer  Longer Shorter  Langar Shorer —0.368, p = 0.713), providing no support to our hypothesis
Citizenship  Country of birth  Paid work Age Sex that respondents in the lengthier condition would choose
) not to answer more questions.
Fig. 3

Dissimilarity indexes for selected items using Austrian po-
pulation statistics as the gold standard 10-5% dissimilarity
is considered to be “good”, and 5% or less is considered
“very good”

birth, d indices are d = 9.8 for the lengthier condition and
d = 10.4 for the shorter condition).

While both length conditions overrepresented individuals
in paid work, the shorter condition fared better, showing
slightly closer agreement with the benchmark data. For age

In both short and long versions of the survey, the av-
erage number of skipped questions was similar. However,
significant differences emerged when comparing the survey
modes. The paper-based questionnaires, regardless of their
length, showed a significantly higher rate of skipped ques-
tions—over twice as many—compared to the web-based
questionnaires (¢t = 4.977, p <0.001) as illustrated in Fig. 4.
This suggests that while the survey length did not signifi-
cantly impact response completeness within each mode, the
choice of mode (paper vs. web) did.

The Schwartz Human Values Scale (HVS) was used to
assess non-differentiation. The HVS scale includes 21 items
asking the respondent to assess how alike they are to an
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Fig. 4

Average number of skipped questions by length condition
and survey mode
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Fig. 6

Willingness to be recontacted by length condition and sur-
vey mode

imagined person in their values (e.g., “Being very success-
ful is important to him/her. (S)he hopes that people will
recognise his/her achievements”). A 6-point scale, from
“very much like me” to “not like me at all” is used, with
each question presented individually using a vertical scale
in both the web and paper instruments. These items were
included in the final section of the questionnaire and asked
for both length conditions.

As an indicator of variability, the coefficient of variation
was computed (range = 0-1.03; M = 0.43; SD = 0.14),
yielding no significant differences between the shorter and
longer groups (M = 0.42 vs. M = 0.43, t = -0.960, p =
0.337), or between web and paper (M = 0.43 vs. M = 0.43,
t =0.329, p = 0.742) (see Fig. 5).

As an indicator of concurrent validity, we examined two
items for which a negative correlation was expected. Across
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Fig. 5

Average Coefficient of variation by length condition and
survey mode

groups, a negative and moderately strong correlation was
found (rho = -0.611, p <0.001), with the size of the effect
being similar for the shorter and longer conditions (rho =
—0.584 [-0.641, —0.527] and rho = —0.641 [-0.698, —0.584],
respectively).

The internal consistency of the institutional trust scale
was comparable across both the length versions (X?=0.135,
p = 0.713) and the modes (X?> = 1.529, p = 0.216). The
reliability was good to excellent for both the shorter (o =
0.897 for paper and a = 0.893 for web) and longer versions
(o0 = 0.857 for paper and o = 0.900 for web).

Recontact rates were also comparable between the length
groups, with slightly more than half of the respondents
agreeing to be recontacted for future research (58% in the
shorter group and 57% in the longer group, X2 = 0.138,
p =0.719). However, there were substantial differences be-
tween the modes. The proportion of recontact agreements
more than doubled in the web compared to paper (67% for
web vs. 29% for paper, X? = 146.69, p <0.001) (see Fig. 6).
This finding is somewhat expected, given that the follow-up
was announced to be conducted online, and paper respon-
dents who opted not to respond via the web were likely to
have lower propensity to participate online.

8 Discussion

Given the growing prevalence of self-completion method-
ologies in survey research, it is crucial to understand how
design decisions impact survey outcomes in this context.
This is particularly important as more surveys that were
administered by interviewers transition to self-completion
approaches. One key consideration in this transition is the
impact of survey length. Lengthy face-to-face surveys may
be perceived as being too long to be administered in a self-
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completion environment. This may result in researchers
feeling forced to cut survey content or adopt matrix de-
signs, both of which result in less comprehensive accessible
data. Therefore, it is important to assess the impact of sur-
vey length on outcomes in a self-completion environment
to ensure that any (sub-optimal) design decisions are based
on empirical evidence.

The experiment described above compared a shorter
(35min) and longer (50min) version of the European So-
cial Survey Round 10 questionnaire in Austria. It was
hypothesised that the differential length would affect sur-
vey outcomes. This was partly found. A significantly higher
response rate was achieved with the shorter version com-
pared to the longer one (38% versus 34%). However, there
were no significant differences in sample composition or
data quality between the length conditions. This, com-
bined with the relatively small effect size for the response
rate difference, suggests that the benefit of reducing the
questionnaire length was limited.

Reducing the ESS questionnaire to produce the ‘short’
version required a substantial reduction in survey con-
tent—in this case, removing two rotating modules that
cover different topics in each ESS round. Adopting this
short version would significantly reduce the amount of
data available to users and eliminate the opportunity for re-
searchers to add questions as part of these rotating modules.
A decision to shorten the questionnaire therefore comes at
a significant cost, but the evidence from this experiment
suggests that it does not lead to a large improvement in
survey outcomes.

The results of our experiment provide evidence that it is
possible to field a relatively long questionnaire in a self-
completion environment and achieve reasonable outcomes.
However, there are some limitations to what can be in-
ferred from our study, and there are opportunities for fur-
ther research. First, our experiment was conducted in only
one country (Austria), and it is uncertain whether the same
results would be seen if the experiment were repeated in
other countries. The experience of ESS Round 10, where
nine countries adopted a self-completion approach based
on the near-full ESS questionnaire, provides some reas-
surance (Hanson, et al., 2022). Across the nine countries,
the median response rate was 34%, with generally good
levels of sample representativeness. Nevertheless, the ESS
includes a diverse set of 30+ European countries, and it
is unclear if length differences may have a greater impact
in some countries compared with others. Therefore, carry-
ing out length experiments in other countries would add
valuable evidence on this topic. Additionally, running fu-
ture studies outside the immediate context of the COVID-
19 pandemic, which may have impacted on peoples’ likeli-
hood to respond, would be beneficial.

Second, the ESS self-completion questionnaire used in
this experiment was developed in a short period in response
to the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, the questions were
minimally adapted from the face-to-face survey rather than
being more extensively ‘optimised’ for self-administration
across web (including smartphones) and paper. Future stud-
ies could examine the impact of such optimisation—for ex-
ample, adapting scales and potentially shortening question
wording—to assess how such changes affect survey out-
comes.

Third, despite the limited time for developing the ESS’s
self-completion approach, substantial work was undertaken
to prepare the materials for this experiment. This included
an earlier three-country self-completion test using a shorter
questionnaire, an extensive development phase for the pa-
per questionnaire, including user testing, and consultation
with international experts to develop letters and other sur-
vey materials following best practices. Such development
activities may be more limited for some other studies. There
may therefore be a question over whether the length of the
questionnaire might play a larger role in likelihood to re-
spond with less extensively developed survey materials.

Assessing with certainty why our survey achieved dif-
ferent outcomes to some of those carried out previously is
beyond the scope of this study. However, it is possible that
the combination of design factors here—an unconditional
incentive coupled with a relatively high conditional incen-
tive, an academically branded survey, a relatively straight-
forward questionnaire to administer, and materials designed
according to Dillman’s principles—may not be fully present
for other studies. This may partly explain why the evidence
from this experiment contradicts findings from some earlier
studies, which did find an increased length significantly re-
duced response rates and data quality. It may also partly ex-
plain why other studies more comparable to the ESS, such
as the Gender and Generations Survey and the European
Values Study, have also achieved promising outcomes with
long self-completion questionnaires. Further experimenta-
tion with different types of surveys and populations would
nevertheless help inform how widely the findings reported
here can be generalised beyond the ESS.

Despite these caveats, our findings provide encourag-
ing evidence for the feasibility of using the full ESS ques-
tionnaire in a self-completion context. We see the modest
drop in response rates observed in the longer version, com-
bined with no evidence of worse sample composition or
data quality, as a reasonable trade-off to allow the full ESS
questionnaire content to be retained. The outcome of the
experiment, combined with further promising evidence on
longer questionnaires from the ESS and other studies, has
influenced the ESS’s decision to retain its full questionnaire
once it transitions to a fully self-completion approach in the
coming years.
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We acknowledge that no two surveys are the same. How-
ever, we expect that studies that are carefully designed and
exhibit similar features compared to the ESS could also
achieve positive outcomes with longer questionnaires, as-
suming they are as straightforward to administer as the ESS
and have similarly low levels of routing. We hope that the
results from our experiment may prompt other research-
ers to at least consider if reducing questionnaire length is
always a necessary requirement when shifting from inter-
viewer-administered to self-completion approaches, espe-
cially where such reductions will reduce the overall value
of the study to its users.
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