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Abstract 
 
This paper outlines the case for new approaches introduced in the cross-national European 
Social Survey (ESS) to enhance measurement equivalence and describes how these are 
achieved via an unusual combination of methodological and organizational measures.   
 
We consider the profile of the ESS, its organizational structure and methodological features 
as well as trying to identify the ESS’s successes and failures and strategies for improvement 
for the ESS itself and comparative research more generally.  
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Introduction  
 
The European Social Survey (ESS) was launched in 2001 after about five years of meticulous 
design under the aegis of the European Science Foundation and representatives of the main 
European academic funding councils.  The aim was not only to set up a new high quality time 
series on changing social values in Europe, but also to improve methods of cross-national 
attitude measurement.   
 
It is no coincidence that such a development took place in Europe.  Increased multinational 
governance and the interdependence it promotes, requires accurate cross-national data.  
This interdependence is by no means confined to government but extends to other sectors, 
including business and academia.  While Eurostat has been meeting the need for harmonized 
behavioral and socio-demographic data, a persistent shortage of high quality comparative 
attitudinal data has long been evident.  
 
Although conceived as an academic endeavor, the scale and reach of the ESS required 
backing from both academic funders in each participating country and from the European 
Commission for its central design and coordination.  Thus a pan-European infrastructure 
was envisaged for the ESS even during its planning stages, in an attempt to build a robust 
vehicle for social measurement and analysis.   
 
To achieve these objectives, the ESS has introduced a cluster of new approaches to 
measurement equivalence. We outline here the case for these approaches and describe how 
they are achieved in the ESS via an unusual combination of methodological and 
organizational measures.  We try to identify the ESS’s successes and failures and strategies 
for improvement for the ESS itself and comparative research more generally.  
 
 
Profile of the ESS 
 
The ESS is a biennial survey.  A core half of its questionnaire is repeated at each round and 
comprises three broad domains: 
 
• People’s values and ideological orientations (their world views, including their religiosity, 
their socio-political values and their moral standpoints) 

• People’s cultural/national orientations (their sense of nation and cultural attachment 
and their - related - feelings towards outgroups and cross-national governance) 

• The underlying social structure of society (people’s social positions, including class, 
education, degree of social exclusion, plus standard background socio-demographic 
variables, and media usage). 

 
As Table 1 shows, these domains are reflected in a series of sub-modules: 
 
Table 1: Core topics 
 

Trust in institutions National, religious, ethnic identities 

Political engagement Well-being and security 

Socio-political values Demographic composition 

Social capital, social trust Education and occupation 

Moral and social values Financial circumstances 

Social exclusion Household circumstances 
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The rotating half of the ESS questionnaire consists of two or more modules per round, the 
topics and authors of which are determined via a round-by-round competition across Europe 
(Table 2).   
 
Table 2: Rotating module topics to date 
 
Round 1 Round 3 

Immigration and asylum Indicators of quality of life 

Citizen engagement and democracy Perceptions of the life course 

  

Round 2 Round 4 

Family, work and well-being Attitudes to welfare 

Economic morality Ageism 

Health and care-seeking  

 

The core and rotating elements add up to an interview duration of around one hour, which is 
conducted face to face in all countries (see Table 3). 
 
Table 3: ESS participating countries to date 
 
Country R1  R2 R3 Country  R1 R2 R3 
Austria 0 0 0 Latvia   0 
Belgium 0 0 0 Luxembourg 0 0  
Bulgaria   0 Netherlands 0 0 0 
Cyprus   0 Norway 0 0 0 
Czech Republic 0 0  Poland 0 0 0 
Denmark 0 0 0 Portugal 0 0 0 
Estonia  0 0 Romania   0 
Finland 0 0 0 Russia   0 
France 0 0 0 Slovakia  0 0 
Germany 0 0 0 Slovenia 0 0 0 
Greece 0 0  Spain 0 0 0 
Hungary 0 0 0 Sweden 0 0 0 
Iceland  0  Switzerland 0 0 0 
Ireland 0 0 0 Turkey  0  
Israel 0   Ukraine  0 0 
Italy 0 0  UK 0 0 0 

Note: Number of countries in Round 1: 22; Round 2: 26; Round 3: 25 

 

The hallmark of the ESS is its exacting methodology, including meticulous (and equivalent) 
probability samples in all countries, detailed question-testing procedures, closely specified 
translation, fieldwork and response enhancement protocols, event-recording and impressive 
strides in documentation and data access.  All aspects of the project have been designed as 
rigorously as possible and all methodological protocols and data are freely and immediately 
available on the web.  The fourth round of the time series is under way in 2008/09. 
 
Although Europe is fortunate in possessing a number of time series on socio-political 
change, and most European nations are relatively well-documented, there has been a 
shortage of academically-driven trend data on changes across Europe in public attitudes, 
perceptions and social values.  The EC’s Eurobarometers have provided valuable insights 
into social change over the years, as have the European and World Values Surveys and the 
International Social Surveys Programme.  But all of these time series have their own well-
established focuses and methodologies (O’Shea et al, 2001), which – whether for 
organizational, substantive or financial reasons – make them resistant to change.  The ESS 
was thus designed to fill a gap (CCT, 2006), as well as providing a source of data for social 
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indicators. Economic indicators of societal progress, important as they are, have been over-
dominant. The time is right for complementary indicators based on social criteria, including 
attitudinal measures (Jowell and Eva, 2008).  
 
The foundation on which the ESS is built is the “principle of equivalence” (Jowell 1998; 
Jowell et al, 2007a: 6), in respect of questionnaire design, sampling, translation and so on.  
In cross-national studies, cultural, organizational, financial and methodological barriers 
always need to be overcome, and this was the task confronting the new ESS.  Apart from 
ambitious substantive aims, the ESS’s methodological imperative was to prevent Europe 
from ‘sleepwalking’ towards lower standards of social measurement against a backdrop of a 
gradual and unplanned decline in standards. 
 
Organization 
 

Organizational structure 
 
Effective project management is a pre-condition of successful survey research and is 
especially important in a cross-national study where overall management is remote and 
compliance problematical.  
 
Much of the ESS governance structure derives from the original blueprint for the survey 
(ESF, 1999). 
 
Figure 1: ESS Governance Structure 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Central coordination 
 
The benefit of adequately-staffed central coordination in the running of a large cross-
national study cannot be over-estimated.  Many academic multinational surveys have to rely 
essentially on the unfunded commitment of people in different locations and institutions. 
That they cope in these circumstances is admirable, but it takes its toll (Park and Jowell, 
1997).  A defining feature of the ESS has been its Central Coordinating Team (CCT) funded 
by the European Commission.  Supported and reinforced by specialist committees and 
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(www.europeansocialsurvey.org).  All participating countries agree through their funders to 
comply with the specifications, which were initially determined in consultation with 
methodologists and practitioners across Europe. 
 
Country coverage 
 
As noted, 32 countries took part in at least one of the ESS’s first three rounds. More than half 
participated in all three, while others have missed one or more for financial reasons.  But no 
country has so far withdrawn and new countries join at every round.  For instance, Croatia 
and Lithuania will participate for the first time in Round 4, with Greece and Israel returning. 
From Round 4 ESS countries will include the whole EC except Malta, in addition to several 
non-EC countries.  
 
Although welcome, such wide coverage poses challenges.  The larger the number of 
countries, the greater the analytical potential of the data and the wider the range of national 
contexts.  But the more diverse the range of countries, so the more difficult it is for the study 
to achieve equivalence.  For instance, the entrance of Turkey into the ESS in Round 2 as its 
first Muslim country raised immediate issues about the Judaic-Christian assumptions 
behind the existing questions on religion.  Similarly, questions on ‘democracy’ cue in 
different issues among the ‘new’ democracies of Eastern Europe from those in Western 
Europe.  And questions on pensions pose problems because of large differences in provision 
between countries.  We annotate the source questionnaire to convey to translators which 
connotation we refer to, but we cannot be certain that a comparable form of words is 
available in all languages.   
 
National arrangements 
 
Each country appoints and funds a National Coordinator (NC) for each round and finances 
its own fieldwork. NCs have a variety of roles, such as: 
 

• contributing expertise and ‘local’ knowledge during questionnaire development  
• designing and drawing a representative probability sample 
• overseeing questionnaire translation according to ESS procedures 
• commissioning and overseeing fieldwork and pursuing high response rates 

• collecting and codifying event data   
• ensuring all data and documentation are deposited to the archive in the required format  
 
ESS practice is to select survey houses in each country (usually after competitive bids) 
according to their suitability for fulfilling the central specifications. This helps to ensure the 
best survey house in each country (sometimes the national statistical institute) rather than 
relying on a single multinational firm.  
 
Advisory groups 
 
In addition to expert groups on sampling and translation, which are a core element of the 
CCT, the project draws on advice from many external experts.  The Scientific Advisory Board 
(SAB) comprises senior social scientists nominated by each national funder, ensuring both 
national voices in the project and access to considerable collective wisdom and experience.  
The SAB’s role is advisory, but its single decision-making role is its responsibility at each 
round, following a Europe-wide competition, for selecting the teams to design the rotating 
modules (see Table 2).  
 
These Question Module Design teams (QDTs) represent a critical bottom-up element of the 
project, enhancing its responsiveness to priorities and issues identified from the academic 
community. While the QDTs receive no funding for contributing to questionnaire design, 
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their reward is the inclusion of questions on their selected topic administered to national 
samples in over 25 countries, amounting to around 50,000 interviews.  Working closely with 
the CCT, the rewards that the QDTs provide to the ESS are also considerable.  
 
A specialist Methods Group and a Funders’ Forum complete the advisory framework on 
which the ESS depends (Jowell et al, 2007a: 13-14).  
 
Methodological features  
 
The ESS is based on a model of input harmonization, recognizing nonetheless that 
equivalence across countries does not necessarily depend on identical inputs, but on 
adherence to the same detailed design principles. Countries differ in their opportunities and 
circumstances, such as in the availability or otherwise of accessible and reliable sampling 
sources. Even so, random sampling is de rigueur if the highest academic standards are to be 
achieved. Thus, no quota controls or substitution are permitted at any stage of the ESS 
sampling process because they would compromise these standards. Countries also differ in 
respect of the way in which they boost response rates, but all countries are expected to make 
strenuous efforts to optimize response rates and minimize response bias.  
 
ESS procedures are at their least flexible when it comes to transparency and documentation.  
Potential users of a publicly available comparative dataset are entitled to information about 
the scope and nature of any national input variations.  Since not all users of the ESS wish to 
analyze data from every country on every topic, they may well select countries to analyze on 
the basis of methodological as well as substantive considerations.  Good science dictates that 
the data on which to make such choices are available.  
 
Sampling 
 
The samples are of all resident adults aged 15+ (with no upper age cut-off), regardless of 
their citizenship.1  In some countries, the first point for selection is a population register, in 
others a postcode address file, and so on.  A few countries select a simple random sample of 
individuals, but most use a multi-stage design, the last stage of which is the random selection 
of individuals within households or addresses (Häder and Lynn, 2007).  Random route 
procedures are adopted only where no alternative is available, and in these cases careful 
controls are implemented. All national sample designs are ‘signed off’ centrally by the 
Sampling Panel before adoption. 
 
Each national sample is designed to be of the same ‘effective’ size – that is of a size 
equivalent to a simple random sample of 1500 people aged 15+ nationwide.2  The likely 
design effects due to clustering and anticipated response rates are calculated before settling 
on the starting sample size in each country, and the achieved sample sizes are thus planned 
to differ as a result of these factors.  Apart from countries such as Finland, which opt for a 
simple random sample, actual national sample sizes therefore exceed 1500 – sometimes 
considerably so.    
 
The ESS’s rigorous sampling is one reason for its high reputation, and in some countries the 
ESS experience has reinstated random sampling in major studies for which it had previously 
been considered out of reach.  
 
 
 

                                                 
1 People residing in institutions are, however, omitted 
2 Small countries (with a population of less than 2 million), are allowed to have a smaller effective sample size of 
800 (usually amounting to an actual sample size of over 1000) 
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Questionnaire design 
 
The questionnaire is developed in British English and subsequently translated to achieve 
equivalent meanings rather than a word-for-word transformation (Harkness, 2007). Almost 
all questions are closed and are administered in the same format in all countries with the 
same answer categories. But some concepts – such as occupation and education - require 
country-specific questions that are later coded to a standard classification.  All concepts and 
dimensions in the survey are ultimately represented in the integrated dataset in an identical 
format for all countries, facilitating easy comparison.  
 
In developing the core questionnaire, attempts were made to draw on validated questions 
from other cross-national studies (CCT, 2002). This proved more difficult than anticipated 
and it was often necessary to adapt existing items or develop new ones. A range of techniques 
was used to develop and test the core items, and the same methods are used each round for 
the rotating modules. They include: 
 
• expert papers by substantive specialists 

• multi-disciplinary specialist review 
• consultation with NCs 
• using the Survey Quality Predictor program (Saris and Gallhofer, 2007a) to estimate the 
likely reliability and validity of new items 

• large-scale two-nation quantitative pilots followed by extensive analysis of item non-
response, scalability, factor structure and expected correlations 

• split ballot Multi Trait Multi Method (MTMM) experiments (Saris and Gallhofer, ibid).   
 

Data corrections based on MTMM experiments will also soon be available aiding data 
analysis and helping to assess the performance of key concepts (Saris and Gallhofer, 2007b). 
Other work is undertaken to investigate various question approaches - such as 11 versus 7 
point scales, or pre-coded versus unaided responses to frequency questions – in order to 
guide the design of future questions in the ESS and elsewhere.  
 
The scope of question design work in the ESS is, however, restricted by the scant resources 
available for pre-testing - a weakness we hope to remedy in future rounds. To mitigate the 
problem in the shorter term, the CCT co-initiated a small cognitive interviewing project to 
pre-test elements of the Round 4 questionnaire (Fitzgerald et al, 2008). Also under 
investigation are the optimal timing of translation and the present ESS background variables 
– such as occupation - which have been shown to work sub-optimally in certain countries. 
 
Every time series of this kind faces tough choices between the conflicting needs of continuity 
and change, and the ESS is no exception.  It is reaching a stage at which difficult decisions 
need to be made as to whether or when to delete certain items in order to make way for 
pressing new ones, and when to select certain rotating modules for repetition.   
 
Translation 
 
Having been framed in English, the questionnaire is subsequently translated into all 
languages spoken as a first language by at least five per cent of the population of each 
country.  The large-scale pilot, whose purpose is to test items, scales and the coherence of 
concepts, takes place in just two countries, one of which is English-speaking (the UK or 
Ireland).  Small pre-tests later take place in all countries to identify problems in the 
translated questionnaires.  
 
No ‘live’ translations by interviewers are permitted.  The protocol for translations is based on 
a method involving translation, review, adjudication, pre-testing and documentation 
(TRAPD) – see Harkness (2007).  It involves a team-based approach that includes 
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adjudication and marks a major departure from the longstanding reliance on back 
translations. 
 
Unlike ESS sampling procedures, there is no centralized procedure for ‘signing off’ each 
language translation as - with over twenty languages involved - it would be too resource 
intensive.  So a few preventable translation errors have inevitably occurred and in some 
cases they were identified only once the data had been collected and released.   
 
Fieldwork  
 
The ESS has a devolved system of fieldwork execution and management.  As noted, the NCs 
and research councils are responsible for selecting and supervising their national fieldwork 
agencies. The CCT’s role is to provide detailed specifications and issue a fieldwork checklist 
which is then ‘signed off’ prior to the start of fieldwork. The specification outlines numerous 
requirements including the permitted period of fieldwork, maximum interviewer assignment 
size and quality control checks.  
 
From the records produced at national level, we have found that compliance is generally high 
on most aspects of fieldwork, with the notable exception of timetable adherence. Delays tend 
to arise as a result of the timing of different funding decisions, but this problem may be 
mitigated under a longer-term funding regime.  
 
Reflecting their respective survey infrastructures, certain countries use paper and pencil data 
collection (PAPI) while others use computer-assisted interviewing (CAPI). But, as noted, all 
data collection is face-to-face, which will continue at least until the results of a major 
programme of mode experimentation now under way has been completed.  Although other 
surveys in several ESS countries now use telephone or web administration, the switch was 
often made without first ensuring that they will generate the same or better quality data.  As 
a cross-national time series, the ESS has to be particularly cautious about such changes if it 
is to maintain comparability. But pressure is mounting to allow some flexibility of mode 
choice and various approaches such as allowing different modes in particular countries or 
differing combinations of modes across countries are all being considered.  
 
Response rates and non-response bias  
 
The ESS sets an ambitious minimum response rate target of 70% and a non-contact rate of 
3%, using standardized methods for their definition and calculation. To ensure the required 
effort, at least four contact attempts to each sampling unit are required, at least one of which 
must be in the evening and another at the weekend. Although the actual number of contact 
attempts falls short in some countries, as does the actual response rate (which was set 
knowing that not all countries would achieve it), the targets seem to have had a virtuous 
effect of promoting above average response rates in several countries, and – perhaps more 
important – they have raised response rate expectations.  
 
Although response rates are no guarantee of survey quality and are imperfectly associated 
with response bias, they remain important in an academically-led cross-national study 
conducted in an era of declining response rates.  Moreover, there appears to be no single 
operationally viable alternative strategy for minimizing likely non response bias in a cross-
national survey where national sampling frames and para data differ so greatly. In any case 
the use of such data to minimize non response bias during fieldwork would be limited to 
countries using CAPI, which applies to only around half of the ESS participating countries. 
Furthermore using demographic data as an indication of data quality for attitudinal surveys 
is less than optimal.  
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The overall response rate figures for Rounds 1-3 suggest that countries that achieve 
disappointing response rates in their first round seem to have been spurred on to produce 
significant improvements subsequently.  Unfortunately, however, there seems to be an 
equivalent regression to the mean among countries which achieved impressively high 
response rates in their first round. The full response rate tables for each round are available 
on the data website (http://ess.nsd.uib.no/).  
 
Despite Couper and de Leeuw’s call (2003:157) for more information about how the response 
process works across different countries, few cross-national studies publish such data (Blom 
et al, 2008).  This may be because some of those studies use a heterodox range of sampling 
approaches, making comparable response rates difficult to compute. The ESS set out to 
rectify this by producing round by round, country by country data not only on aggregate 
response outcomes, but also on the individual components of non-response.  Uniform 
‘contact forms’ allow such an assessment of the response rate process for each sample unit 
(Stoop et al, 2003).  Every attempt to contact a potential ESS respondent is recorded in the 
field, resulting in equivalent records, irrespective of different sample designs.  From 2006 
onwards, these data have been archived.  
   
A series of papers based on these data are produced on the quality of fieldwork at each round 
(Billiet et al, 2007), referring inter alia to detailed data on non-response and non-contact 
rates, as well as the average number of contact attempts by country, etc. Different fieldwork 
strategies are thus assessed, helping the planning of future rounds and facilitating research 
into the avoidance of non-response bias.   
 
Event reporting 
 
An innovative element of the ESS is its event reporting - a procedure to ensure the recording 
and archiving of major news events in each country that might influence responses to ESS 
questions at each round (Stoop, 2007).  The premise is not only that certain national 
incidents are likely to have a particular effect on responses, but also that certain 
international events (such as the Iraq war) are likely to have a temporarily differential effect 
in different countries.  Analysts who use ESS data soon after fieldwork are likely to be aware 
of such differences, but users in the distant future may be less so. All NCs thus keep a log of 
events which they consider may create ‘blips’ in the time series and which occur shortly 
before and during fieldwork. These records are archived alongside each country’s substantive 
data. A programme of development is taking place with a view to replacing the current 
approach with a system of standard coding, thus making the data more comparable cross-
nationally. 
 
Data processing, documentation and transparency 
 
From the outset ESS policy has made its data immediately, freely and fully available to all 
with no privileged access (Kolsrud et al, 2007: 139).  The data are released in a fully 
documented form, enabling both immediate online analysis and immediate downloads for 
more detailed analyses.  
 
ESS process data and documentation are also made available so that all elements that might 
influence the findings are visible to data users. Thus ESS datasets are accompanied by an 
array of metadata and complementary datasets.  The data website (http://ess.nsd.uib.no/) 
contains a host of materials, including questionnaires in all languages, methodological 
protocols and an on-line searchable list of publications.  Interviewer and contact data files 
are also available.  Meanwhile the main website (www.europeansocialsurvey.org) contains all 
key documents and protocols, including - from Round 4 onwards - the dialogues and 
exchanges leading to the form and content of all questions in the rotating modules.  
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The ESS’s principle of transparency also extends to deviations from its rules of engagement – 
whether deliberate or through negligence – which are all revealed in each end-of-round 
report. An unusual practice this may be, but in the absence of important details such as 
faulty sample coverage or mis-translations we would effectively be hiding details from those 
who need them most.   
 
As a further protection for users, the ESS combined datasets omit any national dataset for 
which sampling details have not been deposited, as well as any variables whose structure has 
been altered (say by adding or omitting answer categories or by a gross translation error), 
with a note saying why.  These ‘offending’ pieces of data remain available only in national 
data files, not in the combined one. 
 
In the four years since they were first released, ESS datasets have attracted over 19,000 
registered users and have generated an ever-growing number of publications - including nine 
books, many journal articles and countless conference papers.  Since first becoming an EU-
financed ‘infrastructure’ in 2006, the ESS has also produced a series of on-line (EduNet3) 
and in-person (ESSTrain4) training courses, covering methods of analysis, research design 
and comparative data collection methods. The number of such courses will increase 
according to resources and demand.  It augurs well, however, that the largest proportion of 
data users comprises students, promising a European social science community of the future 
that will be both more quantitative and comparative than hitherto.  
 
Looking back and moving ahead 
 
The ESS started with three principal aims: 
 
• to produce rigorous data about long term changes in socio-political attitudes within and 
between European nations 
 

• to rectify longstanding measurement deficits in the equivalence of comparative 
quantitative data, particularly in respect of public attitudes 
 

• to gain legitimacy for selected data on social attitudes and public perceptions to be 
included among indicators of national progress 

 
The story to date has been highly encouraging (Mohler, 2007, Groves et al, 2008). Not only 
was the ESS successfully launched with Europe-wide support, but it has negotiated four 
rounds of unusually high quality data collection.  With over 25 independent funding 
decisions every round, and with many of these decisions contingent on the others, it is 
surprising that the ESS has got beyond first base. It has recently been earmarked as one of 
only three social science projects eligible to become a long-term European Infrastructures 
(ESFRI, 2006), and en route it was awarded the coveted Descartes Prize, Europe’s top 
science award, “for excellence in collaborative scientific research” - the first social science 
project even to be shortlisted.  Even more recently, an independent scientific review of the 
project commissioned by its funders has been published and contains extravagant praise for 
the project alongside valuable suggestions for improvement and expansion (Groves et al, 
ibid).   
 
Probably the project’s proudest achievement, however, is its creation of three multinational 
datasets, all released publicly and on time, which have already acquired multiple users 
worldwide.  Books, articles and papers based on ESS data – both substantive and 

                                                 
3 see http://essedunet.nsd.uib.no 
4 see www.europeansocialsurvey.org 
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methodological – are already flowing and with the availability of more robust change data we 
may now anticipate even greater levels of output.    
 
Even so, the ESS still falls short of its goal of spreading high standards of social 
measurement throughout Europe and beyond. Uncertain long-term funding at both national 
and European levels make this goal elusive, as does inertia in a system in which funders and 
researchers have too often made a Faustian bargain to do what they consider to be “good 
enough research” without recognizing the corrosive effect this tends to have on good science.  
If and when the uncertainty surrounding future rounds of the ESS is dispersed, the focus can 
once more return to this central aim.   
 
Meanwhile certain key aspects of ESS methodology still demand attention such as:  
 
• learning more about the performance of questions cross-nationally 
• tailoring translation tools to manage and maximize equivalence 

• developing a strategy for balancing consistency and change in the questionnaire 
• reassessing the rigid adherence to face-to-face interviewing  
• considering more nuanced approaches in preference to a uniform target response rate  
• updating the cyber infrastructure to accommodate ever-increasing data flows 
 

Still in its infancy, plans to derive workable indicators from the ESS must also be accelerated.  
As a reliable time series it should be a long-term source of measures of societal change, 
whether in respect of citizen contentment and quality of life or of people’s cognitive 
evaluations of their societies and their functioning.  The time series offers such an 
opportunity as a way of supplementing rather than supplanting existing measures (Jowell 
and Eva, 2008).   
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