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 When designing surveys of the population on varying topics, using a range of 

methodologies, social scientists are often faced with managing the effects of the mode of survey 

or non-response. Non-response is a well-known issue that can lead to a biased estimation of the 

characteristics of the respondents, and response rates also differ based on the survey mode 

(Berinsky). For example, face-to-face interviews provide a higher response rate than telephone 

interviews. Another issue in public opinion research is the differences that can emerge in 

participants’ responses to the same questions based on the choice of data collection (mode of the 

survey). It is otherwise known as the mode effect. Research has shown that self-administered 

surveys generate more high-quality data because of a reduced social desirability bias and comfort 

in reporting sensitive opinions or behaviors. Self-administered survey modes are also 

considerably cheaper than face-to-face interviews and offer the opportunity to include large 

samples, presenting more generalizable data (Berinsky). Understanding how the mode effect 

influences the results of public opinion responses is a crucial social science endeavor (Berinsky). 

As such, the Pew Research Center experimented with using a nationally representative sample to 

understand how changes in the survey mode produce different data and how best to handle that 

data (Keeter). This paper will summarize the findings and reflect on the arguments made. 

 Using the American Trend Panel, the Pew Research Center was interested in studying the 

effects of telephone surveys versus self-administered surveys on the responses provided by 
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participants. Results were generated on 60 questions that form part of the Center’s research work 

in understanding public opinions. The questions ranged from social relationships and daily 

activities to politics, religion, and others. A total of 3,003 participants, who were a part of the 

American Trends Panel, were randomly assigned to the Web mode with the self-administrable 

survey or the telephone mode with an interviewer survey—ensuring equal weightage for the two 

groups guaranteed that the differences in responses would be the result of effects from the mode 

of the survey.  

 The study's results revealed that the mode of survey or interview affects the data 

generated. Firstly, results revealed that responses to nearly all the item categories were 

numerically different by mode, with a median difference of 5 percentage points. Eight questions 

generated at least ten percentage points different responses, with the largest difference in 

response measured 18 percent for one of the question items. Overall, however, of the 24 

questions that generated a non-zero difference in responses, most were not statistically 

significant, with differences less than 5 percentage points, and could have resulted from sampling 

error. The largest differences in the study were found in items asking participants about their 

politics. The results revealed that when participants were asked to rate a figure from the opposite 

political party, for example, Web responses of “very unfavorable” rating were significantly 

higher than telephone responses (19% versus 27% for Hillary Clinton, amongst Republicans, for 

example). This mode effect was significant amongst Republicans and Democrats alike and for 

political figures, political issues, and opinions on the United States’ global profile, suggesting to 

the researchers that participants are more comfortable sharing negative views on the Web than on 

the telephone.  
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 More modest differences in participant responses were found on questions seeking to 

measure happiness and satisfaction with social and family life, with sizeable differences only 

found when asking participants about societal discrimination. For example, responses from all 

racial groups except Black Americans rated social discrimination as a societal concern more 

significantly in telephone interviews than on the Web. The results of this category of questions 

revealed that respondents would rate social and family life as better in telephone interviews than 

on the Web. Furthermore, questions on financial circumstances revealed that participants were 

more likely to say on the Web that they have been struggling to pay for family care or a visit to 

the doctor than on the telephone. Finally, no statistically significant differences were observed 

when asked about religious affiliation, despite the United States being the most religious society 

in the industrialized world. 

Based on the results of their study, the researchers argued there is a statistically 

significant mode effect on participant responses to questions that are more sensitive or 

controversial in the sociopolitical discourse. Overall, they argued that as self-administered 

surveys become more ubiquitous and inexpensive to deliver at scale, social desirability bias is 

eliminated and, thus, offers a chance for better quality data on public opinion. However, not all 

the questions, subject to social desirability bias, exhibited mode effects, including no difference 

in participants identifying as religiously unaffiliated, which may be a sensitive position in certain 

sectors of American society (Keeter).  

 The arguments presented by the researchers from the Pew Research Center, following 

their large-scale study to gather public opinion on a range of topics, are compelling and in line 

with prior research findings. Research over the years has identified social desirability bias as a 

significant influence on how respondents evaluate and respond to questions posed during surveys 
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or interviews (Christensen et al.). When face-to-face, this bias functions at its peak, where 

individuals will provide responses that do not alienate themselves from what the more 

mainstream sociopolitical discourse currently accepts as within the range of acceptable opinions. 

Furthermore, this evidence suggests that respondents are more likely to offer answers that they 

view will paint their communities in a more positive light (Berinsky). The Pew Research 

Center’s study does not explicitly suggest that the largest differences observed are more accurate 

for the Web or the telephone responses; however, and thus the results are difficult to generalize 

across public survey opinion research. However, previous studies have shown that self-

administered surveys report more accurate information when asking questions for which a true 

value is known (Christensen et al.). Therefore, it is reasonable to infer that self-administered 

surveys have the potential benefit of capturing public opinion in a way that previous methods 

such as face-to-face and telephone interviews have not. By removing the social interaction 

between two individuals, a participant is left to consider their response more privately to various 

topics. This can likely offer more reflective data points for researchers.  

 The study from the Pew Research Center significantly contributes to the literature on 

public opinion and social science research. The results suggest surveying designers and other 

stakeholders that self-administered surveys can be a powerful tool for studying public opinion 

even though the mode effects, a wide range of topics were statistically non-existent, especially 

on items that question participants about attributes, events, or characteristics that are more 

concrete, such as religious or racial affiliation. Thus, if a social scientist or pollster aims to 

understand sensitive or socially desirable topics, self-administrated surveys are likely to provide 

a more candid picture. The willingness of respondents to express more negative attitudes towards 

political figures, for example, suggests that in a time of increasing social polarization in the 
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United States, the privacy of a self-administered survey can allow respondents to express 

themselves more freely. Despite not knowing which sets of answers may be more accurate or 

more consistent with how participants behave or engage in discourse outside the survey context, 

the Pew Research Center’s study is an important contribution for more carefully addressing the 

challenge of designing and interpreting public opinion.  
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