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surveys, a frequently cited article by Scott Armstrong and Terry Overton (1977) is recom-
mended. Of the methods they discussed, comparing your results to known values of the 
population (such as archival information about the student body) is the easiest approach.

Many of the recommendations in Dillman et al.’s (2014) book deal with achieving the 
highest return rate on your survey to avoid (a) nonresponse and (b) nonresponse bias. This 
book is a core resource for survey researchers. Given that nonresponse bias is not that easy 
to estimate (Wagner, 2010), taking steps to avoid it is important.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

zz Why is nonresponse not necessarily nonresponse bias? For basic demographic 
characteristics of a college sample, where could you find information about the 
population?

RESPONSE RATES AND REPORTING THEM
What do we know about rates of responding to surveys? One clear message is that return 
rates are dropping (Baruch, 1999; Wagner, 2010). Pew Research Center data (http://
www.people-press.org/2012/05/15/assessing-the-representativeness-of-public-opin 
ion-surveys/) show that whereas a response rate of 36% was found to their telephone 
surveys in 1997, that rate had dropped to 9% by 2012.

Yehuda Baruch (1999) distinguished between questionnaires that are returned and 
questionnaires that are returned and usable. He argued that it is the returned and usable 
return rate that should be reported. Otherwise, researchers are inflating their success.

Mode of Delivery

Another consideration is that response rates differ by mode of delivery, with response rates 
to online surveys typically lower than those to mail surveys (Tuten, 2010). Nevertheless, 
the response rates for online surveys may change over time in a given study. In one study 
(Kongsved, Basnov, Holm-Christensen, & Hjollund, 2007), the superiority of paper-and-
pencil surveys was shown in terms of the initial response rate (in contrast to an Internet 
distribution). After a reminder, however, the completeness with which the questionnaire 
was filled out was significantly higher for the Internet than for the paper-and-pencil ver-
sion. Furthermore, the authors argued that as the Internet becomes more familiar to peo-
ple as a way to respond to questionnaires, it likely will be a more effective mode of delivery 
than the paper-and-pencil approach.
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