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RESEARCH NOTE

Different Surveys, Different Results?
A Comparison of Two Surveys on the
2009 European Parliamentary Election

STEFAN DAHLBERG and MIKAEL PERSSON

The European Election Survey (EES) is carried out in all member states at the time of
each European Parliament election. The mode of data collection (mainly telephone
interviews) and the sampling procedure (achieving 1,000 interviews in each country)
raise doubts about the data quality. Until now knowledge has been lacking about the
extent to which the mode of data collection and the sampling procedure bias the results.
In one European country an independently designed election survey is carried out: The
Swedish National European Parliament Election Study (SNES). The survey consists of
face-to-face interviews of a random net sample of 2,682 individuals (response rate 67
per cent compared to 11.2 in the Swedish EES survey). In addition, SNES includes a
large number of variables from official register data (including validated voting) that
facilitates analyses without any non-responses generating missing data. This quasi-
experimental methodological set up is used to compare the data from the two surveys
for voter turnout, left—right placement and party choice. Results show that EES overesti-
mates turnout levels more than SNES. EES also has a large overrepresentation of
highly educated respondents, and thus underestimates differences in turnout between
highly and less educated citizens. As for left-right placement, respondents in EES place
both themselves and the parties on more extreme positions. Regarding party choice, the
main difference between the surveys is that the EES largely underestimates the share of
Social Democratic voters.

The European Election Survey (EES) is a world unique source of data that has
pushed the boundaries of research on electoral behaviour. Carried out simulta-
neously in all European Union countries, the unique design of the EES has
facilitated important studies comparing electoral behaviour in second order
elections in a wide range of nations with different political and social contexts
(e.g. Hix and Marsh 2008; Marsh 1998; Reif and Schmitt 1980; van der Eijk
and Franklin 2009).
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However, the mode of data collection (mainly telephone interviews) and
the sampling procedure (achieving 1,000 interviews in each country) raise
doubts about the data quality. Until now it has not been known whether and to
what extent the mode of data collection and the sampling procedure bias the
results. Fortunately, in one European country an independently designed elec-
tion survey is carried out: the Swedish National European Parliament Election
Study (SNES). The survey consists of face-to-face interviews of a random net
sample of 2,682 individuals (response rate 67 per cent). In addition, SNES
includes a large number of variables from official register data (including vali-
dated voting) that facilitates analyses of turnout without any non-responses
generating missing data. We make use of this quasi-experimental methodologi-
cal set up to compare the data quality from the two surveys.

Face-to-face surveys represent something of a ‘gold standard’ in survey
research since interviewers can make sure that the respondents understand the
questions and interviewers can control the interview setting. In addition, sur-
veys with high response rates are likely to be more reliable than surveys with
low response rates (Groves and Peytcheva 2008). Since the SNES survey lives
up to these criteria for a high-quality survey it is relevant to evaluate whether
results derived from the data from the EES can even approximate those from a
high-quality survey such as SNES. Since the two surveys differ both as regards
the sampling procedures and the modes of data collection, we cannot of course
say for sure which one of these two factors has caused potential differences in
the results between the surveys. Our aim is much more modest, i.e. to test
whether data from the EES can be useful in the absence of high-quality survey
data or if the estimates obtained are seriously biased in comparison with data
from a high-quality survey.

From previous research we know that respondents provide more accurate
responses when there is less interaction with the interviewer (Diaz de Rada
2011), i.e. responses are more accurate in postal and Internet surveys than
when using face-to-face and telephone interviews (Kreuter et al. 2008). This
suggests that there might be social desirability bias in the responses of, for
example, the turnout variable in both EES and SNES. Moreover, research also
shows that non-response bias is more likely to occur when response rates are
low (Groves and Peytcheva 2008). Taking the low response rate of the EES
data into account (11.2 per cent in the Swedish part of EES and 12.4 per cent
overall in EES, compared to 67 per cent in the SNES), this could be a poten-
tial problem for the data quality. But previous research provides little guidance
on exactly what to expect in terms of how these factors might affect the results
in EES compared to SNES. Hence, systematic comparisons are warranted.

For that reason we aim to provide some detailed comparisons that might
hopefully also be of importance for scholars in other countries than Sweden
using the EES. Whenever possible we also compare the surveys with register
data on the Swedish population. The article will proceed as follows. First, we
describe the survey methodology applied in the EES and SNES respectively.
Second, we compare the composition of respondents in the datasets on
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equivalent sets of variables. Third, we perform analyses of voter turnout and
party choice in the EES and SNES respectively to compare the results from
the two surveys.

Data

The 2009 European Elections Voter Study was administered by the Department
of Political Science at the University of Amsterdam, together with the 2009
European Election Candidate Study team at the WZB in Berlin, and the 2009
European Election Media Study team at the University of Amsterdam and the
University of Exeter. Gallup carried out the fieldwork from the first working
day after the election to 9 July 2009. The mode of interview was computer-
assisted telephone interviewing (CATI) in most countries, including Sweden.
The study is a random sample of the Swedish voting age population. However,
the EES does not draw on fixed samples in each of the countries. Instead, they
aim to collect (at least) 1,000 interviews (in most of the countries). This
implies that the sample is expanded until enough interviews are accomplished.
In Sweden 9,063 phone numbers were used to collect the 1,002 interviews,
which yields an effective response rate of about 11 per cent. Table 1 presents

TABLE 1
RESPONSE RATE FOR EES

Completed interviews Total phone numbers used Response rate
Austria 1,000 14,954 6.7
Belgium 1,002 9,289 10.8
Bulgaria 300 1,788 16.8
Cyprus 1,000 12,497 8.0
Czech Republic 300 3,047 9.8
Germany 1,004 13,833 7.3
Denmark 1,000 7,465 13.4
Estonia 300 1,875 16.0
Greece 1,000 15,398 6.5
Spain 1,000 9,362 10.7
Finland 1,000 4,758 21.0
France 1,000 15,540 6.4
Hungary 300 1,957 15.3
Ireland 1,001 4,230 23.7
Italy 1,000 9,252 10.8
Lithuania 300 2,995 10.0
Luxembourg 1,001 10,769 9.3
Latvia 300 1,644 18.2
Malta 1,000 4,980 20.1
Netherlands 1,005 13,852 7.3
Poland 302 3,059 9.9
Portugal 1,000 5,016 19.9
Romania 303 4,382 6.9
Sweden 1,002 9,063 11.1
Slovenia 1,000 11,405 8.8
Slovakia 301 1,741 17.3
United Kingdom 1,000 8,003 12.5

Average 767.4 7,487.2 12.4
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the response rates in each of the countries. This information shows that Swe-
den is no outlier as regards response rate in the EES.

The Swedish National European Parliament Election Study of 2009 was con-
ducted in collaboration between the Department of Political Science at the Uni-
versity of Gothenburg and Statistics Sweden (SCB). The study is carried out as
post-election face-to-face interviews of a random net sample of 2,682 individual
voters living in Sweden, in the ages 18 to 80. The response rate was 67 per cent.
The majority of the non-responses were due to refusal (22 per cent). Other rea-
sons for non-response were sickness (3 per cent) and that Statistics Sweden
could not get in touch with the respondents (7 per cent). The interviews were
conducted between 8 June and 29 September 2009. The median time for the
interview was 56 minutes. The respondents’ electoral participation has been vali-
dated against the official electoral register. In addition, variables measuring edu-
cation, gender, age and income are also taken from the official register data (for
further information, see Oscarsson and Holmberg 2010: 211-15).

Results
Composition of Respondents

We begin by looking more closely at the composition of the respondents.
Table 2 presents the age, educational levels, gender, place of residence, marital
status, occupational status, political interest and the attitudes towards the
Swedish membership in the European Union for the respondents in EES and
SNES respectively. Regarding the composition of the respondents in terms of
age cohorts, the EES sample consists of a somewhat lower number of young
first-time voters (4 per cent) while having more older people aged 71 or older
(15.1 per cent). In SNES we find a different composition (8.3 per cent of
younger people and 9.5 per cent of older people).

As for education, the proportion of respondents with gymnasium education
is about the same in the two surveys. However, in SNES there is a larger
proportion of respondents with only compulsory education (24.4 per cent
compared to 14.5 per cent in the EES). In the EES, however, there are more
respondents with post-gymnasium education (56.3 per cent compared to 44.1
per cent in SNES).

Regarding place of residence, we find a larger proportion of respondents
living in cities in the EES (26.8 per cent compared to 15.5 per cent in SNES),
while there are more respondents living in suburbs/large population centres in
SNES (48.0 per cent compared to 15.7 per cent in EES). Concerning marital
status as well as occupational status the composition in EES and SNES is quite
similar except that the EES sample has a larger proportion of retired people
(29.9 per cent compared to 20.9 per cent in the SNES). Supposedly, old and
retired people are easier to contact than young people with telephone inter-
views, the survey mode used by the EES.

Regarding interest, for political interest in general as well as regarding
more specific interest in the elections to the European Parliament, there are
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TABLE 2
COMPOSITION OF RESPONDENTS IN EES AND SNES (PERCENTAGES)

EES SNES Official censusdata

Age* 18-22 4 8.3 8.3
23-30 10.1 12.5 12.5
31-40 13.7 17.2 17.2
41-50 15 18.7 18.7
51-60 21.1 17.1 17.1
61-70 21 16.7 16.7
>71 15.1 9.5 9.5
Education Compulsory 14.5 24.4 21.7
Gymnasium 29.2 31.5 46.0
Post gymnasium 56.3 44.1 323
Gender” Women? 47.8 50 50
Men 52.1 50 50
Place of residence Rural 23.5 14.5 -
Small population centre 34 22 -
Suburb/Large population centre 15.7 48 -
City 26.8 15.5 -
Marital status Married/cohabitant 30.9 29.9 43.9
Single 69.1 70.1 56.1
Occupational status Employed 59 62.5 -
Unemployed 4.2 4.8 -
Student 4.4 6.5 -
Retired 29.2 20.9 -
Other 32 53 -
Political interest
Interested 72.3 53.9 -
Not interested 27.7 46.1 -
Political interest EU
Interested 55 39.8 -
Not interested 45 60.2 -
For or against EU For EU membership 78.8 77.1 -
Against EU membership 21.2 229 -
Proximity (mean) Left-right 1.2 1.3 -

*Age and gender is not included in the SNES surveys as questions in the questionnaire but based
on official census data.

rather large discrepancies between the EES and the SNES. For both survey
questions the EES has a larger proportion of interested respondents (72.3 per
cent of politically interested respondents in the EES compared to 53.9 in the
SNES). This could be a factor explaining the difference between the two
surveys. The difference in political interest between the EES and the SNES
suggests that sample bias might originate at the point at which people are
selected into the sample.
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Voter Turnout

Table 3 presents reported turnout from EES, SNES and validated turnout from
SNES together with the official turnout level. In Sweden the actual turnout in
the European Parliament election of 2009 was 45.5 per cent. Among the
respondents in the EES study the level of turnout is 82.3 per cent compared to
a turnout level of 56.8 among the respondents participating in the SNES
survey. When voter turnout is validated against the official register, the level of
turnout in SNES is 47.0 per cent (in the net sample including also those who
did not participate in the survey), i.e. close to the actual turnout level.

It is obvious that the substantial difference with respect to reported turnout
suggests that the EES is of little use to obtain valid point estimates of voter
turnout in the population. The question of interest is of course whether this is
due to survey mode or sampling bias. The problem is that it is not possible to
determine which of these factors has caused these differences since the two
surveys differ with respect to both mode and sampling. However, while we
cannot for certain say which of these two factors has caused the bias in the
EES data, we believe that it is nonetheless important to point out that that
the estimates from the EES are seriously biased (although we do not know the
exact reason for this bias).

The fact that respondents tend to over-report their electoral participation in
election studies is a well-known phenomenon (Granberg and Holmberg 1988;
Holmberg 2000; Holmberg and Oscarsson 2004; Karp and Brockington 2005).
However, it is not the only reason why surveys overestimate turnout. The other
reason is that voter turnout is correlated with survey participation. In SNES
individual non-responses occur more frequently among non-voters (44 per
cent) than among voters (21 per cent); 6 per cent of the respondents in the
SNES data were over-reporters, i.e. respondents who said that they voted when
the validation against the official register prove that in fact they did not. In
EES the overestimation of turnout is most likely due to both over-reporting
and the fact that survey participation correlates with turnout. However, since
there is no information on validated voting in EES it is impossible to investi-
gate which factor explains the overestimation of voter turnout in the data.

We continue by estimating a restricted model with a small number of fac-
tors that previous research has shown affect turnout (e.g. Franklin 2004),
such as age, education, gender and marital status. The reason for limiting the
analysis to these four factors is that we have information about these factors

TABLE 3
VOTER TURNOUT

EES SNES SNES (validated voting) Official
Yes 82.3 56.8 47.0 45.5
No 17.4 43.1 53.0 54.5

Refusal/don’t know 0.3 0.1 - -
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from the official Swedish census register data for the SNES sample. Hence,
we can compare both SNES and EES with a source of data relying solely
on register information.

Moreover, in the EES data two different weight variables are included,
one population weight and one cross-national comparable education weight.
Regarding the population weight variable, the purpose is to compensate for
dissimilarities between the sample and the target population. The weighting
factor has, according to the data report, been calculated on the basis of four
factors: age, gender, region and education (PIREDEU 2010). Since voter
turnout is correlated with survey participation we also provide turnout
weights for both the EES and SNES (voters and non-voters are weighted in
accordance with the proportions of voters and non-voters in the electorate).
Table 4 presents results from logistic regression models with the respective
turnout variables as dependent variables. The first column shows the coeffi-
cients for age, education, gender and marital status on electoral participation
from the EES data. The second to fourth columns show the results from
the EES while using the provided sample, educational and the constructed
turnout weights respectively. (We have also tested for different combinations
of weight variables but the improvements were marginal and were therefore
excluded from the table). The fifth column shows the results from the
SNES while the sixth column shows results from SNES with the turnout
weight and the last column shows the SNES results by only using the offi-
cial census data.

Logistic regression coefficients are not directly interpretable or compara-
ble in the same way as OLS coefficients. Part of the reason is that logit
coefficients are confounded with residual variation (unobserved heterogene-
ity). Given this problem, we try to focus more on the statistical significance
of the effects (comparing whether equivalent variables are statistically signifi-
cant in different logit models is possible using the straightforward approach
of comparing the significance of the coefficients) than the size of the effects
(which is problematic given the problem of unobserved heterogeneity). When
we discuss effect sizes we try instead to discuss the predicted probabilities
rather than the coefficients whenever possible. For that reason we have esti-
mated predicted probabilities of voting using the MARGINS command in
STATA12 (due to space constraints we do not report all predicted probabili-
ties here but present the main findings in the text). In terms of predicted
probabilities the register data from SNES yields a probability of voting of
0.49 for individuals at age 18 and 0.63 for individuals at age 68. In the
SNES survey sample the corresponding numbers are 0.42 and 0.74. For 18
year olds the predicted probability is 0.67 with no weights included and 0.69
with sample and educational weight included. While the predicted probability
for individuals at age 68 are 0.89 with no weights included, 0.83 with sam-
ple weights and 0.90 with education weight. Hence, using the sample
weights in EES corrects the results somewhat towards the true levels; how-
ever the effect still has a strong upward bias.
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As for education, the effect is significant in all models except when the
sample weight is included in the EES. The effect size in both models draw-
ing on SNES is close to each other. In the register data from SNES the
predicted probability of voting for less educated individuals is 0.36 and
0.71 for more highly educated individuals. In the survey results from SNES
the corresponding probabilities are 0.41 and 0.75, i.e. the survey results
have a slight upward bias compared to the register data of the entire sam-
ple. However, in the EES probabilities of voting are much higher for all
respondents and the difference between more highly and less educated indi-
viduals is much smaller. The predicted probability for the less educated to
vote is 0.73 and 0.87 for the highly educated. Using the weights changes
the predicted probabilities only marginally. Hence, the difference in turnout
between the less and more highly educated is notably underestimated in the
EES data.

Looking at the effects of gender we find no significant effects in any of the
models. As for marital status, none of the coefficients from the survey data are
significant. However, the model drawing on SNES register data shows a signif-
icant effect of marital status.

The important finding here is that analyses of turnout, drawing on both
EES and SNES survey questions, are likely to underestimate the effect of mari-
tal status while overestimating the effect of age. Last but not least, the more
severe difference is, as mentioned, the rather large underestimation of the effect
of education in the EES. In the SNES data the effect of education is about the
same when analysed with survey questions and when using register data while
the difference between the more highly and less educated is smaller in the
EES. It should also be noted that using the turnout weights makes a very mar-
ginal difference.

Are the above estimated differences between the EES and SNES signifi-
cantly different from each other? As mentioned previously, a problem in
this respect is that one cannot directly compare logistic coefficients between
models and between samples, even though the variables being used are
identical (Mood 2010; Williams 2009). In order to get around this problem
we have pooled the two datasets into one single dataset with a dichotomous
identifier included for study type, i.e. whether a respondent is derived from
the EES or the SNES. By this approach we have the opportunity to interact
variables of interest with study type. When it comes to the effect on turn-
out we find the greatest difference between the studies from the effect of
education. This is also the only difference that is significantly different
between the two datasets (results available upon request). To conclude, it
seems that the over-representation of highly educated citizens in the EES
seems to be the factor that has the most significant impact on the estimates.
Even though there are other substantial differences as well, these are not as
influential as one can expect when it comes to predicting turnout among
voters.
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Lefi—Right Placement

We now turn to look at the respondents’ self-placement on the left-right scale
in SNES and EES respectively. Figure 1 shows the respondent’s self-placement
on an 11 point left-right scale for the two datasets. What appears is that the
respondents in the EES are more polynomially distributed on the left-right
scale with a greater dispersion in general and with far more respondents plac-
ing themselves on the extreme flanks, both to the left as well as to the right.
The respondents in the SNES, on the other hand, are more normally distrib-
uted. A relevant question in this respect is whether these differences in voters’
left-right self-placement between the two datasets has any implications for the
subjective congruence between voters’ self-position and their respective place-
ment of the parties they have voted for. As expected, Figure 2 shows that the
respondents in the EES tend to place both themselves and their parties more at
the extremes.

FIGURE 1
VOTERS’ SELF-PLACEMENT ON THE LEFT-RIGHT SCALE: EES (LEFT) SNES (RIGHT)
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VOTERS’ LEFT-RIGHT SELF-PLACEMENT AND THEIR PERCEPTIONS OF THE
LEFT-RIGHT PLACEMENT OF THE PARTY THEY VOTED FOR (MEAN VALUES FROM
EES AND SNES)
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Party Choice

As for party choice we restrict our analyses to socioeconomic variables compa-
rable to those from the census register since these constitute a most valuable
benchmark. Table 5 presents the proportion of votes for each party in EES and
SNES as well as the difference between the official results. Both EES and
SNES underestimate the votes for the Left Party and the Green Party by about
1 percentage point. Most remarkably, however, the EES underestimates the
vote share for the Social Democrats by 7.5 percentage points, while SNES
underestimates it by 1 percentage point. The second largest party, the Moderate
party, is also underestimated in the EES with —4.2 per cent, compared to an
overestimation of 1.4 in the SNES.

Table 6 presents results from a multinomial logit model in which the depen-
dent variable is party choice. We use only the seven established parties repre-
sented in the Swedish parliament at the time of the survey and the other parties
make up the reference category. We present estimates of five demographic fac-
tors for EES with and without weights and for SNES with the survey data (with
and without the turnout weight and a constructed weight for party choice —
based on the parties’ actual votes) and register data. We also tested applying dif-
ferent combinations of weights but these made a very marginal difference on
average and for that reason we have chosen not to present them here. We begin
with looking at the effects of age. Age has a significant effect on all party
choices except for the Green Party in the SNES register data. The EES data
shows this effect on all parties as well, with only one exception, the Left Party.
Education has a significant effect on four of the parties drawing on the register
data. However, neither SNES nor EES picks up the significant effect of educa-
tion on voting for the Social Democrats (when weights are not applied). The
inclusion of the provided educational weight in the EES or the use of the party

TABLE 5
PARTY CHOICE

EES Diff. SNES Diff. OFFICIAL

v 5 0.7 5 0.7 5.7
S 16.9 1.5 234 -1 24.4
MP 10 -1 10.5 0.5 11

C 35 -2 6.4 0.9 5.5
KD 4 -0.7 3.6 -1.1 4.7
FP 12.5 -1.1 11.8 -1.8 13.6
M 14.6 —4.2 20.2 1.4 18.8
PP 5 2.1 7.8 0.7 7.1
SD 1.1 2.2 1.6 -1.7 33
Average - 2.4 - -0.4 -

Note: V: Left party, S: Social Democratic party, MP: Green party, C: Center party, KD: Christian
Democratic party, FP: Liberal party, M: Moderate party, PP: Pirate party (not represented in the
national parliament in 2009 but gained two mandates in the European parliament in 2009), SD:
Sweden Democratic party (neither represented in the national parliament nor the European parlia-
ment in 2009).
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TABLE 7
THE EFFECT OF IDEOLOGICAL PROXIMITY ON VOTE CHOICE

ESS SNES
Left-right proximity —0.569™** —0.553"**
(0.030) (0.002)
Constant —1.040"** —1.475"
(0.362) (.055)
Standard deviation of error at individual level 0.000 0.000
(0.059) (0.065)
Number of stacks 6721 9144
Number of individuals 970 1331
Log likelihood -1853.1 -2222.0

Note: Standard errors in parentheses, * p < 0.10, ™ p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

choice weights for both EES and SNES do, however, mitigate this problem to
some extent. Except for that, a roughly equivalent education effect is found in
the models, with the exception of a significant effect of education on voting for
Christian Democrats which is not visible in the SNES. As for gender, the SNES
register data shows a significant effect only on the Green Party (women vote
more frequently for the Greens), which is also picked up by the SNES survey
data and the EES data with the educational weight included. Other effects of
gender are absent with the exception that EES with education weights shows
effects of gender on the Left Party, the Social Democrats and the Centre Party
that are not visible in the SNES survey data. As for marital status we also find
some differences between the surveys. Some of the EES results show significant
effects of marital status on the Left Party, Social Democratic Party, Centre Party
and Christian Democrats that are not present in the results from SNES. The sig-
nificant effect of being married on probability of voting for the Liberal Party
and the Moderate Party are, however, consistent across both surveys. It should
be noted that using the turnout or the party choice weights affected the results
only marginally.

We end with looking more closely at the effect of left-right proximity on
party choice in Table 7. We have already mentioned that the distribution of
left-right self-placement is different in the EES and SNES. In studies of party
choice, left-right proximity is an important independent variable. Do the differ-
ent distributions on the left-right scale alter the impact of ideological proximity
on vote choice?

To test this we stacked the data to the form of voter—party dyads. The
dependent variable is dichotomous (0 = not voted for the party; 1 voted for the
party). We use only one independent variable: the distance between the
self-placement and each party. The further the distance from the party, the less
likely it should be that the respondent voted for it. Results from Table 7 show
that left-right proximity has a significant effect in both the EES and SNES
data. Hence, even though both self-placement on the left-right scale as well as
placement of the parties differ significantly in EES and SNES, this does not
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alter the impact of ideological proximity on vote choice very much due to the
fact that both voters and parties are placed more on the extremes in the EES
compared to in SNES.

Discussion

We have evaluated the European Election Survey (EES) and the Swedish
National European Parliament Election Survey (SNES) of 2009. Both surveys
provided over-estimated turnout rates, 82.3 in EES and 56.8 in SNES compared
to 45.5 which was the actual turnout in the 2009 election in Sweden. A compar-
ison of the datasets in terms of the demographic and socioeconomic composi-
tion of the respondents revealed that the EES has an overestimation of older
and retired respondents as well as respondents with higher levels of education.

We then turned to evaluate the effects of these background characteristics
on individual-level turnout. Throughout the analyses there was specifically one
aspect of the EES that stood out and that was the underestimation of the
impact of education on turnout. Moreover, results showed that EES respon-
dents placed both themselves and their parties on more extreme positions. As
for party choice, we found a large underestimation of Social Democratic voters
in the EES. The weights provided with EES mitigate some problems while
exaggerating others and the education weight only has a modest impact on the
results. In this respect weighting seems not to be the solution, at least not with
the provided weight variables. Researchers using the EES data from Sweden
and other European countries should be aware of these potential problems with
the data.
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