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This paper is a report of the survey practice from a unique study covering all
14,085 elected representatives of the 290 municipal councils and 20 regional
councils in Sweden (n=9890, response rate 70.2 percent)'. The Swedish
Municipal and County Council Survey 2008-2009 is the largest of its kind in
Sweden, and to our knowledge there are no previous surveys conducted in any
other country targeting all directly elected local and regional political
representatives”. In total it includes 69 questions concerning the representatives’

attitudes on politics and democracy’.

In the paper, we first report our successful mixed mode design that combines a
web survey, a postal questionnaire and reminding telephone calls to maximize the
response rate. We then discuss possible mode biases in the response patterns from
the web survey and the postal questionnaire. The paper concludes by discussing

possible improvements in further large-scale studies of political representatives.

Description of the Study

Fieldwork started in 2008, and we decided early on to use a web survey as the
main mode for data collection in order to increase the number of responses
and reduce the costs. To make this possible, we first had to collect the political
representatives’ e-mail addresses. These addresses are not available in any
database, but many of them could be found on the municipalities’ websites. When
we could not acquire e-mail addresses from the websites, we contacted the

national, regional and local party organizations and requested addresses.

In order give the survey good a reputation and visibility, we received an explicit
endorsement from the Swedish Association of Regions and Local Authorities.

We also chose to cooperate with the weekly newspaper specializing in local and

1 The dataset containing The Swedish Municipal and County Council Survey 2008-2009 can be obtained upon request from the
primary investigators (codebook and dataset are so far only available in Swedish). Since the data contain sensitive information
we require researchers to follow a set of rules. For further information contact david.karlsson@spa.gu.se.

2 One reason for surveying all local politicians is that reliable results can be reported for each municipality and to maximize
the possibilities of using a comparative research approach (we have used the survey for this purpose in Gilljam, Karlsson and
Sundell 2010). Surveying the total population also maximizes the opportunity to explore the multilevel structure of the data and
analyze the variance in representatives’ attitudes at both the individual level and the municipality level (the survey is used for
this purpose in Gilljam, Persson and Karlsson 2011). In cases where citizen surveys are already in place, our survey of the total
population also facilitates interesting comparisons between representatives’ attitudes and citizens’ attitudes on the municipality
level. In addition, results can be aggregated to the municipality level and used in analyses with municipality as the level of
analysis, for example, in studies of how ideology affects the level of privatization (the survey is used for this purpose in Sundell
and Lapuente 2011) and how the gender composition of the local parliament affects economic performance of the municipality
(e.g., WAIngnerud and Sundell 2011).

The survey was conducted by researchers employed in the project “What Politicians Mean by Democracy”. The project was

w

located at the Department of Political Science, University of Gothenburg, Sweden, financed by the Swedish Research Council
and led by Professor Mikael Gilljam.
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regional politics: Dagens Samhille (The Daily Society), which is widely read by
local and regional politicians. The newspaper published articles about the survey

and interviewed the project leader when the field work commenced.

In October 2008, we approached the political representatives for the first time via
e-mail and invited them to fill out the questionnaire on our online web survey.
During the first day, we had already managed to achieve a response rate of over

10 percent. Figure 1 presents the number of responses per day.
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Figure1  Number of responses to the web survey per day.

We approached the non-responding representatives several times, first via e-mail
and then up to ten times via telephone. Finally, each and every one of those who
lacked an e-mail address, or showed no sign of having an e-mail address, were

offered a postal questionnaire.

Previous research has shown that offering non-respondents an alternative mode
of survey can significantly increase response rates (Dillman et al. 2008). This
turned out to be the case in our study as well; switching from a web survey to a
postal survey when respondents could not be reached via e-mail turned out to be
a successful way to increase the number of responses. As it turned out, 4.4 percent
of the total population responded using the postal questionnaire instead of the
web survey. Hence, if we had used the web survey as the only mode, we would

probably only have gotten a response rate about 66 percent.

All in all, after four and a half months of fieldwork, we had received nearly
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10,000 responses (9,890) and a response rate of 70.2 percent. Figure 2 illustrates
the cumulative number of responses in percent and the major events of the data

collection process.
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Figure2  Cumulative number of responses by day.

Even though we regard our response rate as quite successful, the non-responses
are of course not equally distributed among all groups of representatives: when
it comes to party affiliation, local (municipality unique) party representatives are
the most underrepresented (5.2 percent in the survey compared to 6.6 percent in
the municipalities). Regarding gender, the difference between our sample and the
entire population is <0.5 percentage points (females are slightly underrepresented

in the survey).

Among non-respondents, only 9.1 percent refused to answer the survey (2.7
percent of the total amount of respondents). The largest deficit of the survey
is that we failed to make contact with 10.3 percent of all the respondents (34.6
percent of the non-responses). In retrospect, we should have started earlier with
the gathering of e-mail addresses. In addition, we believe that the response rate
could have been even higher since 45.7 percent of the non-responses promised to
answer when we reminded them, but ultimately did not respond. The response
rate is presented in Table 1, and the different forms of non-responses are shown
in Table 2.
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Table1  Response rate.

N Percent
Web 9263 65.8
Postal 627 4.4
Total responses 9890 70.2
Total non-responses 4195 29.8
Total population 14085 100.0
Table2  Reasons for non-response.
N Percent of non-responses Percent of total population
Dropout 404 9.6 2.9
Dead/sick/handicapped 1M 1.0 0.3
Refusal 380 9.1 2.7
Promised to answer but did not 1918 45.7 13.6
No contact 1452 34.6 10.3

Total non-responses 4195 100.0

Evaluating Mode Bias

The multimode design, employing a combination of a web survey and a postal
questionnaire, gave us the opportunity to test how the data collecting method
affected the responses. Does the multimode design affect the quality of the data,
or is it a feasible strategy to increase the response rate? We began with presenting
comparisons of the different patterns regarding non-response items in the web
and postal questionnaires respectively. The percentages of item non-response for

each variable in the web and postal questionnaires are shown in Figure 3.
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Figure3  Item non-response for each variable in the web survey and postal survey (percent).

Figure 3 shows that in the web survey, the rate of non-response items gradually
increases towards the end of the questionnaire, while the non-responses in the
postal questionnaire are more equally distributed throughout the entire
questionnaire. In all likelihood this is an inevitable problem that survey
researchers need to learn to accept. Our best but rather obvious suggestion is to
put the most important questions as early in the web survey as possible. Although
this might of course not work for all surveys, especially if the most important

questions are complex, require more cognitive work, or are open-ended.

In mixed mode surveys, an important question is whether the mode of data
collection affects the results (e.g., Aritomi and Hill 2011; Malhotra and Krosnick
2007). Does the considerably less expensive web survey provide data of the same
quality as the postal survey? Previous studies have pointed out that the mode of

data collection might indeed affect the responses.

We tested mode bias using six questions regarding respondents’ attitudes towards
important political proposals in the Swedish political debate. For each question,
we presented two models. The first model included only a dummy variable for
the utilized data collection mode (O=web, 1=postal) to evaluate whether responses
of the web survey differed from the responses of the postal survey. In the next
model, we included a number of controls: gender, age, age squared, education,
party affiliation and median income in the municipality. Results from these

models are presented in Table 3a and Table 3b.
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Table3  Attitudes towards Political Proposals (1=very good proposal — s=very bad proposal).

(1) Reduce state influence on (2) Reduce state influence on (3) Decrease the public (4) Decrease the public (5) Reduce defense spending (6) Reduce defense spending
local municipalities activities local municipalities activities sector sector
Mode 0.0674 0.0753 0.1400% 0.0165 0.0631 -0.0131
(o=web, (0.0424) (0.0433) (0.0586) (0.0429) (0.0500) (0.0509)
1=postal)
Gender -0.177* -0.116* -0.0067
(o=female, (0.0216) (0.0216) (0.0254)
1=male)
Age -0.0061 -0.0022 -0.0182*
(0.0065) (0.0064) (0.0076)
Age2 0.0000) -0.0000 0.0002%
(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)
Education 0.0909* 0.00633 -0.0405*
(four (0.0154) (0.0154) (0.0182)
categories)
Social -0.318% -0.4130% 0.552*
Democratic (0.0456) (0.0454) (0.0537)
Party
Green Party -0.2770* -0.8200* -0.362*
(0.0700) (0.0698) (0.0823)
Centre Party -0.9350% -1.911% 0.868*
(0.0512) (0.0511) (0.0604)
Liberal -0.6440% -2.115* 0.883*
People’s
Party (0.0569) (0.0568) (0.0670)
Christian -0.7930% -2.105% 0.985*
Democrats (0.0594) (0.0593) (0.0699)
Moderate -0.9680% -2.855% 1.333%
Party
(0.0483) (0.0481) (0.0568)
Sweden -0.7870% -2.205% 2.145%
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(1) Reduce state influence on
local municipalities activities

(2) Reduce state influence on
local municipalities activities

(3) Decrease the public
sector

(4) Decrease the public
sector

(5) Reduce defense spending

(6) Reduce defense spending

Democrats

Other Party

Median
income

(municipality
level)
Constant 2.329%
(0.0462)
Observations 9521

R2 0.000

(7) Reduce income inequality

(0.1010)
-0.605*
(0.0682)

-0.0000%

(0.0000)

3.669*
(0.225)
8087

0.120

(8) Reduce income inequality

3.108%
(0.0640)
9485

0.001

(9) Invest in an
environmentally friendly
society

(0.101)
-1.914%
(0.0682)

0.0000

(0.0000)

4.815*
(0.224)
8os9
0.552

(10) Invest in an
environmentally friendly
society

2.848%
(0.0547)
9467

0.000

(11) Sweden should in the long
term phase out nuclear power

(0.119)
0.817%
(0.0803)

0.0000%

(0.0000)

2.007%
(0.262)
8051

0.151

(12) Sweden should in the long
term phase out nuclear power

Mode -0.113*

(o=web,
1=postal)

Gender

(0.0503)

(o=female,
1=male)

Age

Age2

Education

(four
categories)

Social

Democratic

0.0649
(0.0417)

0.135%

(0.0209)

-0.00660
(0.00630)
0.0000
(0.0001)
0.0639*

(0.0150)

0.347%
(0.0442)

-0.0571

(0.0486)

-0.00275

(0.0475)

0.167*
(0.0238)

-0.0157*
(0.00718)
0.0001
(0.0001)
-0.0232

(0.0170)

0.683*

(0.0502)
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(0.0349)
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-0.0487*

(0.0125)

0.253*

(0.0369)
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(1) Reduce state influence on (2) Reduce state influence on (3) Decrease the public (4) Decrease the public (5) Reduce defense spending (6) Reduce defense spending
local municipalities activities local municipalities activities sector sector
Party
Green Party 0.323% -0.682* 0.129%
(0.0679) (0.0774) (0.0569)
Centre Party 1.342% 0.657*% 0.601*
(0.0496) (0.0564) (0.0415)
Liberal 1.631* 1.229% 0.500%
People’s
Party (0.0552) (0.0627) (0.0461)
Christian 1.339% 0.783* 0.757%
Democrats (0.0576) (0.0655) (0.0482)
Moderate 2.147* 1.590% 0.974%
Party
(0.0468) (0.0532) (0.0391)
Sweden 1.183* 0.891% 0.888*
Democrats (0.0982) (0.111) (0.0819)
Other Party 1.100% 0.976* 0.713*
(0.0661) (0.0753) (0.0554)
!Vledian 0.00000% -0.0000 -0.0000%
income
(municipality (0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000)
level)
Constant 2.328% 0.407 2.847* 2.459% 1.952% 1.109%
(0.0549) (0.218) (0.0531) (0.248) (0.0382) (0.182)
Observations 9497 8071 9521 8095 9533 8098
R2 0.001 0.422 0.000 0.204 0.001 0.174

Standard errors in parentheses, *p<0.05.
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Looking at the first model for every dependent variable, we find considerable
differences related to survey mode for three of the six variables. The important
question, however, is whether these differences are consequences of the mode of
survey, or if they are spurious and simply a manifestation of the fact that different
groups of respondents have used the web survey and the postal survey. When
adding the controls, we can evaluate whether there are genuine mode effects or
whether the differences are related to the factors such as age, education and party

affiliation.

Looking closer at the second model for each dependent variable, we find that the
differences related to survey mode are spurious and due to the fact that individuals
with different characteristics have used different modes. The mode effect remains
only for the question regarding nuclear power after the controls were performed.
However, since the mode effect is totally reduced for all other variables, this effect
is likely to be due to omitted variable bias. The differences related to mode are not
effects of the mode; they are simply a manifestation of the fact that the different
kinds of respondents choose to use different modes. We therefore conclude that
web surveys can be combined with postal surveys in future surveys of groups,
such as political representatives, without affecting the quality of the results or

increasing the risk of bias concerning the survey mode.

Possible Improvements in Further Studies

From the basis of our study of all 14,000 Swedish local political representatives,
we argue that the following three strategies should be employed in further

research:

Collect as many e-mail addresses as possible in advance. If we had been more
patient and used more time on that, and perhaps reached 70 percent of the
non-contacted respondents and gotten answers from 70 percent of them, our

response rate would have been at 75 percent instead of 70 percent.

Try to follow up with respondents who promise to answer but do not. If 50
percent of the non-respondents who promised to answer had done so, the
response rate would have increased with another 7 percent and thereby reached

82 percent.

Employ mixed mode designs. Combining web survey, postal survey and
reminding telephone calls is an effective way to increase the response rate and
it does not seem to bias the results. What in our survey seemed to be mode

bias was in fact spurious correlations. When controlling for a set of background
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characteristics, the mode bias disappeared.a
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