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studies where the researcher has no connection to the population) will simply not 
respond. When you divide the number of people who responded by the number  
of people invited, this gives you the percentage responding. In reporting response rates, 
even a simple formula like that (responded/invited) is typically adjusted to account 
for such things as surveys that were undeliverable. It is important for researchers to  
be clear about how their response rate is calculated. Otherwise, we have an exam-
ple of a questionable ethical practice (here, reporting your response rate as higher  
than it was).

  Try This Now

Have you ever received a survey in the mail or been contacted by 
telephone and not responded? As you think about your research, 
what level of responding would be adequate, in your view?

NONRESPONSE AND NONRESPONSE BIAS
Before proceeding, we need to distinguish between nonresponse and nonresponse bias. 
Nonresponse rate is simply a numerical statement of the number of people who did not 
respond. Nonresponse bias occurs when those who do not respond are different from those 
who do respond on one or more characteristics that are important to your study.

Does nonresponding automatically create nonresponse bias? No, but there are situa-
tions when nonresponding does create bias. Imagine you are looking at the relationship 
between where someone was raised (rural vs. urban) and the number of walks he or she 
had taken in the arboretum on campus and other measures of connectedness to nature. 
When you examine your data, you see that those who did not respond lived farther away 
from the arboretum than did those who responded to your survey (you could ascertain 
this through their addresses in the student directory). In this instance, that differential 
nonresponse does create nonresponse bias because the distance of the residence hall from 
the arboretum might affect their use of the arboretum.

When you are using a student population, the demographic makeup of the population 
is probably available to you through the college website (e.g., geographic distribution, 
gender, and percentage of students on sports teams) or through data available from the 
institutional researcher. By checking these data, you can see to what extent your sample 
mirrors the larger population, at least on those characteristics that are known. Whether 
nonresponse bias is present depends on the centrality of those characteristics to your 
hypotheses. For those wishing to learn more about estimating nonresponse bias in mail 

Nonresponse: a 
lack of response 
to a something, 
typically a survey.

Nonresponse 
bias: when 
those who do not 
respond differ 
from those who 
do in terms of 
characteristics 
central to your 
hypothesis.


