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In this thesis, the effects of different survey modes on participation and answering 
behavior are studied. More specifically, experiments are conducted to learn more about 
the effectiveness of using multiple survey modes in order to increase response rates 
and to improve representation of hard-to-survey populations. However, different data 
collection modes evoke mode-specific measurement bias. Therefore, effects of different 
modes on respondent’s answering behavior are also investigated focusing on satisficing 
and social desirability. An additional study on social desirability is executed to study 
the sensitivity of items for socially (un)desirable responding by means of faking experi-
ments.

In Chapter 1, the General Introduction, the topic of this thesis is described. It starts by 
introducing the total survey error framework which shows the complexity of conduct-
ing surveys. This conceptual framework disentangles survey errors into the following 
sources: coverage, sampling, (non)response, specification, measurement, and data 
processing. The chapter continues by addressing the nonresponse problem, especially 
focusing on low response rates of hard-to-survey populations. Targeted survey ap-
proaches may be useful in order to improve the representation of hard to-survey groups. 
Previous studies have shown that sample members may have a survey mode prefer-
ence. Therefore, it makes sense to use specific survey modes to target hard-to-survey 
populations (i.e., mode targeting). Though, in order to apply mode targeting a necessary 
first step is to investigate the mode preference of sample members. Once their mode 
preference is known, mode targeting can be applied. However, survey modes may evoke 
mode-specific behaviors which can make it hard to compare data among modes. For 
example, modes can differ in the intensity of satisficing behaviors and socially desirable 
responding. Special attention is paid to the concept of social desirability since only a 
few survey methodological studies performed experiments in order to determine the 
sensitivity of items for socially desirable responding. Finally, it is concluded that more 
research is needed on how survey modes could assist in improving the representation 
of hard-to-survey populations, and how using multiple survey modes affects answering 
behavior.

The work in Chapter 2 addresses how survey design features can contribute to improved 
representation of hard-to-survey populations. In this theoretical contribution, several 
tailoring and targeting possibilities are suggested that can be applied in survey designs 
in order to increase the representation of hard-to-survey populations. Two specific sur-
vey designs are presented which could be helpful in identifying effective survey design 
features for targeting; respectively responsive designs and panel designs. Subsequently, 
the survey design feature mode is discussed in more depth. Targeting hard-to-survey 
populations with a particular survey mode may positively affect their representation as 
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previous studies have shown that sample members can have mode preferences. In this 
chapter, these studies on mode preferences are discussed. Furthermore, the importance 
of obtaining knowledge on mode preferences for future mode targeting is emphasized.

The study presented in Chapter 3 is focused on the effect of a response mode choice on 
response rates, and response mode preferences of hard-to-survey populations: young 
adults, full-time workers, big city inhabitants, and non-Western immigrants. In the 
experiment, potential respondents are offered a choice in response modes. Findings 
demonstrate that full-time workers and young adults are significantly more likely to 
choose web over a personal interview when contacted in person. The results show no 
significant effects of mode choice on the willingness to participate.

In Chapter 4 an experiment is presented in which answering behavior in a video-web 
survey is studied. This behavior is compared to responses given in traditional Text-web, 
a computer-assisted personal interview, and a computer-assisted telephone interview. 
Analyses of the data provide mixed results. A lower level of don’t know reporting is 
found for the interviewer administered modes than for the video-web survey. For 
non-differentiation no significant mode effects are found. For social desirability, most 
differences between the video-web mode and the other modes are small and not sig-
nificant. Overall the results indicate that answering behavior in video-web surveys is 
more similar to traditional Text-web surveys than to interviewer-administered modes.

In Chapter 5 it is examined how question sensitivity for socially desirable responding 
can be established by means of faking experiments. In particular, differences in means 
and variance for several manipulated survey conditions are studied. In the faking ex-
periments respondents are instructed to give either socially desirable answers (fake 
good) or socially undesirable answers (fake bad). In all experiments, the means of the 
fake good and fake bad conditions significantly differ, indicating the items have social 
desirability connotations. Answering behavior in the fake bad condition appears to be 
more extreme, and variance is systematically higher than in the fake good condition. 
This may indicate there is less consensus on socially undesirable answering than on 
socially desirable answering. Differences within the faking conditions are also found 
between respondent groups (e.g., students compared to senior citizens), this implies 
that opinions on socially (un)desirable responding differ among respondent groups.

Chapter 6 summarizes and discusses the main outcomes from the studies that are 
conducted in chapters 2-5. The studies show that mode choice did not significantly 
affect the willingness to participate. For two hard-to-survey groups, full-time working 
couples and young adults, a mode preference for web is found. Explaining differences in 
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satisficing behaviors and possible socially desirable responses among modes appears 
to be complicated. Though, overall results indicate that answering behavior video-web 
surveys are more similar to traditional Text-web surveys than to personal and telephone 
interviews. Focusing on social desirability, it is found that there is less consensus on 
socially undesirable responding than on socially desirable responding. Then, sugges-
tions are provided for future survey methodological research, and suggestions are given 
for actual survey practice. For future studies it is suggested to find out more about the 
rationale of choosing a mode. Furthermore, the actual effects of mode targeting should 
be investigated once enough support is obtained for the mode preference of a specific 
group. To be able to explain satisficing and social desirability differences among modes, 
it is argued that recorded interviewer-respondent interactions may be a valuable data 
source. For actual survey practice it is recommended to offer young people an online 
mode which is optimized for various devices (i.e., laptop, mobile, tablet etc.). Finally, 
pre-testing items is important to decrease mode effects. In addition, it is recommended 
to pre-test items on their sensitivity for socially desirable responding by means of fak-
ing experiments.






