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The article analyses how different methods of recruiting Internet users for online surveys
affect survey results in terms of marginal distributions and associations between variables.
The general hypothesis is that self-selection processes in some kinds of online surveys,
especially in open online surveys, bias marginal distributions: those more interested and
involved in the topic (in our case: politics) are expected to be over-represented. This bias
furthermore causes (political) attitudes to be much more structured among participants of
(open) online surveys. The hypothesis is tested using data from face to face interviews with
Internet users, an access panel of online users and an open online poll, all collected in the
context of the 2002 German federal election. Empirical analyses show that both marginal
distributions and associations between variables stemming from the open online survey differ
clearly from those based on the other surveys. Additionally, the analysis reveals that standard
weighting procedures do not reduce these biases substantially.
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1. Introduction

Like previous innovations in the communication sector, the advent of the Internet added a

new technique to social scientists’ toolbox for collecting (survey) data. Only a few years

after its invention, it is already frequently used to conduct online surveys, as it provides

numerous advantages to users: using Internet technology makes it possible to interview

huge numbers of respondents within a rather short period of time (Weible and Wallace

1998; Schaefer and Dillman 1998). In 2004 in Germany, more than 510,000 Germans took

part in an online survey called “Perspektive Deutschland” within a short period of time,

which – according to the initiators – is the largest socio-political survey in the world

(Perspektive Deutschland 2005a). Online surveys dramatically lower the marginal costs of

data collection as compared to traditional personal, mail or telephone interviews (e.g.,

Mehta and Sivadas 1995; Schuldt and Totten 1999; Sheehan and McMillan 1999). They do

not require the presence of interviewers, who, moreover, could potentially cause

measurement error. They also offer a chance to combine different kinds of stimuli, e.g.,
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sounds, pictures, and movies. Finally, due to the novelty of the instrument, results of

online surveys quite easily can reach the public’s attention (Taylor 2000, p. 53, 57; Batinic

2001, pp. 12–14; Alvarez et al. 2003, p. 23).

Notwithstanding these advantages, online surveys are also criticized. Critics point to

technical problems, e.g., systemic incompatibilities as a consequence of specific user

settings (Couper et al. 2001). It is also argued that the more visually oriented, possibly

multimedia presentation of stimuli may cause systematic distortions of results (Dillman

2000, pp. 352–433). More severely, critics question whether results obtained from online

surveys can be generalized to the public as a whole (e.g., Ray et al. 2001). After all,

respondents in online surveys are obviously not a random sample of the population, but

tend to be younger and better educated (e.g., Bandilla et al. 2001, pp. 8–11; Vehovar et al.

2002, p. 239).

Even generalizing findings from online surveys to the population of Internet users is

anything but trivial. One first of all has to acknowledge that the classification of “Internet

users” is not self-evident. More important, though, it has to be recognized that “online

survey” is a label used for very different kinds of surveys (Couper 2000; Schonlau et al.

2002). Sometimes, “online survey” refers to an offline-recruited random sample that has

been equipped with online technology, which is what Knowledge Networks in the U.S.A.

and forsa (with its omni.net) in Germany offer as “online surveys.” More commonly,

access panels of Internet users, which have been pre-recruited in traditional (random)

offline surveys, are interviewed online and these are “online surveys.”3 Probably the most

popular form of online survey, however, is the open, unrestricted web survey, where a

questionnaire is put on the web and anybody can join in voluntarily. Though all of these

applications use the same technology (namely the Internet), they nonetheless are quite

different in terms of methodological standards and rigour. Hence, assessments of

advantages and drawbacks of online surveys must not be formulated without specifying

which kind of online survey is addressed.

Our aim here is to shed more light on the data quality that different types of surveys of

Internet users render. We shall compare Internet users from a traditional offline survey

based on face to face interviews (which we use as a yardstick) with users participating in

two types of online surveys: an access panel, whose members were previously recruited

from offline surveys, and users participating in an open, unrestricted online poll. All of the

surveys were conducted in the context of the 2002 German federal election. The outline is

as follows. First, we will present our theoretical argument and specify our hypotheses.

Then, we will investigate whether the results obtained from the three surveys differ with

respect to marginal distributions. After that, we will analyse whether associations between

variables differ between the three surveys, as – after all – the aim of social science is to

look at distributions and associations. Finally, we will conclude. Our general hypothesis is

that results based on (the Internet users from) the offline survey and the access panel

survey should not differ significantly, since they constitute a random sample of Internet

users. However, owing to the self-selection processes in open online surveys we expect

3 This must not be confused with – to use Couper’s (2000) terminology – “volunteer opt-in panels.” Throughout
the article, the term “access panel” refers to panels of Internet users who were randomly selected from standard
offline surveys.
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marginal distributions and associations to be different there: those more deeply involved in

politics are expected to be over-represented, since an online election survey is more

attractive to them. This bias of marginals should furthermore cause political attitudes to be

much more structured among these participants, which should affect (in fact strengthen)

the associations among variables as well.

2. Theoretical Expectations

Advocates of online surveys claim that these constitute a serious alternative to

traditional forms of gathering interview data when appropriately weighted, even for

analysis of the population as a whole (see, e.g., Harris Interactive 2000; Perspektive

Deutschland 2005b). However, this claim has not gone without criticism (e.g., Ray et al.

2001). Even restricting oneself to Internet users does not necessarily solve all problems.

Depending on the type of online survey, it cannot be taken for granted that online

surveys yield results that are representative for online users only. Depending on the

way respondents are recruited, one can expect different degrees of validity: if

respondents are recruited using probability sampling procedures, results will be valid; if

in contrast, they are recruited using procedures that permit self-selection, results can be

expected to be biased both in terms of marginal distributions and in terms of

associations among variables. Let us look at different types of recruiting Internet users

to make this point clear.

If we first of all look at established procedures for recruiting offline samples, the

population as a whole is used as a sampling frame from which a random sample is drawn

using multi-staged sampling techniques. Of course, there are problems of defining the

sampling frame appropriately, of sampling error and of nonresponse (Groves 1987,

pp. S159–S166; 1989, pp. 1–37). Despite these problems, however, using this strategy

allows one to approximate a random sample of the population as a whole quite well. That

being the case, such a sample should also include a representative sub-sample of Internet

users.

When using an access panel of online users, the situation is quite similar. In the case of

online access panels, a sample is drawn from a panel of Internet users who previously have

agreed to participate in online surveys. The recruiting of members of access panels usually

takes place continuously during offline surveys based on random samples. Ideally, this

represents a multi-staged sampling process that also – in the end – yields a representative

sample of Internet users. Of course, as Internet users are more likely to be male, younger

and more highly educated than the public as a whole, this procedure does not yield a

representative sample of the general public (see, e.g., Bandilla et al. 2001, p. 17; Batinic

2001, pp. 48–51).4

Concerning open online surveys, the situation is different. There is no clear-cut

sampling frame at all, since potential respondents decide on an entirely voluntary (and

idiosyncratic) basis to participate. In total, there are three thresholds of participation in this

case: first, a person has to become aware of the survey; second, the person must have

4 There are even doubts as to whether access panels are representative of Internet users since it appears that heavy
users are over-represented (see Faas 2003).
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access to the Internet; third, he or she has to decide to participate. While the second and

third thresholds parallel the mechanisms at work when pre-recruited access panels are

used, especially the first threshold is a unique and far-reaching feature of open online

surveys. To the extent that online surveys are advertised only on the Internet, persons

without access to the Web have no chance at all to notice them; in contrast, heavy Internet

users are very likely to become aware of them (see Bandilla 1999, p. 12; Hauptmanns

1999, pp. 24–29). Additionally, advertisements for online surveys are not distributed

equally among web sites; rather, it depends upon the subject of the survey on which web

site ads will be placed: information about political surveys will be found more frequently

on web sites with political content than on sports sites (see Vehovar et al. 2002, p. 235;

Bosnjak 2002). Thus, persons who are interested in politics are disproportionately more

likely to become aware of an open political Internet survey than other people (and then

also to take part). As a result, the composition of such an open online survey should be

heavily biased in terms of sex, age, education, and political involvement, e.g., in terms of

interest in politics, likelihood of voting and party membership. Taken together, the sample

selection process should considerably influence marginal distributions of socio-

demographic and other substantial variables.

Turning to associations among variables, they are generally said to be more robust to

selection biases than marginal distributions (e.g., Schnell 1991, p. 133). Still, it cannot be

precluded that the hypothesized composition effects stemming from different strategies to

recruit respondents also cause differences in the associations of variables. Participants in

open online surveys are expected to be (more) heavily involved in politics. With respect to

associations among variables, this is likely to have consequences. The political attitudes of

persons deeply involved in politics are more crystallized, more stable and more structured

than those of persons who lack any political involvement (see, Bartle 2000; Converse

1964; Zaller 1990). Thus one can expect correlations of political attitudes to be strongest

among respondents of open online surveys (see, for composition effects that may distort

associations between variables, Berk 1983; Groves 1989, pp. 90–95; Schoen 2004). In

addition, since people involved in politics are usually more polarized in terms of their

partisan affiliations, their partisan attitudes can be expected to be more structured.

Specifically, attitudes towards political objects, e.g., candidates of the same party, should

thus correlate more strongly, while attitudes towards objects of different parties should be

correlated more negatively (see e.g., Campbell et al. 1960, pp. 128–136; Falter et al. 2000,

pp. 251–255).

It appears to be even more reasonable to expect stronger correlations among participants

in the open online survey when measurement error is taken into account. So-called

nonattitudes (Converse 1970; Schuman and Presser 1996, pp. 147–160) are less frequently

found among better-educated and politically involved persons. Consequently,

measurement error can be expected to be less common there. Since measurement error

regularly lowers correlations (see Achen 1983; 1985), correlations will be stronger among

the better-educated and politically involved than among other persons (see e.g., Norpoth

and Lodge 1985; Zaller 1992, p. 21; Bartle 2000).

As the preceding discussion shows, self-selection bias limits the validity of survey

results. One way to deal with this problem may be weighting the data. It is argued that

appropriate weighting procedures will make survey results representative even if
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self-selection processes are at work (e.g., Terhanian and Bremer 2002; Perspektive

Deutschland 2005b). Still one might be sceptical whether weighting procedures will

improve the results because weights have to fit some criteria for this purpose; most

importantly, the variables that the weights are based on must be correlated very strongly

with the variables of interest. In addition, one can expect that the self-selection bias will

depend on the overall subject of the survey. In an election survey, the bias is likely to be

connected to interest in politics; in a survey about football, it is probably linked to interest

in football. As a consequence, it should be very hard to find universally applicable weights

to control for self-selection biases.

Still, we will include weighting in our analysis. In order to test the effect of weighting

empirically we will analyse the data in two steps, first without any weighting procedures

and then using socio-demographically defined weights. These weights are not, of course,

as complex as the weights used by advocates of online surveys. Their propensity weights

go far beyond socio-demographic variables and also include substantial variables. Still,

even simple socio-demographic weights should improve results to some extent, if

weighting is the key to solving the self-selection processes.

Before we turn to our empirical analysis, a final word of caution. We are, of course,

aware of the fact that surveys can (and often do) differ in other important respects – field

times, response rates and, most prominently, the survey mode. In a face to face interview,

an interviewer sits in front of the respondent, reads out the questions and writes down the

answers, while the stimuli are presented visually in online surveys. No interviewer is

involved in data gathering since respondents answer questions by themselves. However, in

the present article we will focus our attention on self-selection effects.5

In summary, we argue that recruitment procedures influence the validity of results

regarding Internet users. Using a face to face survey of Internet users as a yardstick, we do

not expect a bias in sample composition for the access panels of online users, but a strong

bias for an open online survey due to self-selection processes. The distortion of marginal

distributions can bias correlations among variables too. Especially participants in

unrestricted online surveys are expected to have political attitudes that are better structured

than those of offline respondents. Additionally, we test how standard weighting procedures

affect the results.

3. Data

In order to test these hypotheses, data similar in terms of content but collected in different

ways are needed. Our empirical analysis will be based on three different data sets:

. An offline recruited sample of the whole public interviewed face to face, from which

only Internet users are used for the subsequent comparison.

5 In a general perspective, the effect of the online mode on survey answers is not agreed upon. On the one hand, it
is argued that the absence of an interviewer makes the measurement error less likely that is caused by effects of
social desirability (see, e.g., Nicholson et al. 1998; King and Miles 1995; Stanton 1998; Ilieva et al. 2002, p. 368,
p. 374). Additionally, it is pointed out that respondents in online surveys are not forced to answer immediately and
therefore may give more reasonable answers. On the other hand, it is noted that the anonymity of an online survey
may lead respondents to give more nonsense answers (see, Batinic 2001, p. 57). As a result, it cannot be
determined whether measurement error in online surveys is more or less common than in face to face surveys.
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. A sample based on an access panel of online users previously recruited in offline

surveys.

. An open, unrestricted online survey.

All of the surveys were conducted in the context of the 2002 German federal election (see,

Table 1 for details). In terms of questions, each contained numerous (identical) items

coming from the standard toolbox of electoral researchers, like candidate and issue

orientations, trust in political institutions, voting intentions (see for an overview for

Germany Klein et al. 2000; Falter and Schoen 2005).

Here are some more details about the surveys. The first survey involved a representative

sample of Germany’s population aged 16 and over. From August 12th to September 21st,

respondents were randomly selected using sample points, random routes and last birthdays,

and were interviewed face to face. In sum, the survey involved 1,665 respondents, 507 of

whom identified themselves as Internet users.6 They should arguably comprise a

representative sample of German Internet users at the time. The second survey also involved

a representative sample of German Internet users, albeit selected in a very different way.

A total of 598 users – again aged 16 and over – were randomly selected from an access panel,

which comprised about 4,000 respondents in 2002; its members had been previously recruited

in standard offline surveys. This survey was fielded from September 13th to September 21st; it

was a web survey. Finally, a third survey was conducted as an open, unrestricted online poll.

Anybody could log on to www.wahlumfrage2002.de (“wahlumfrage2002” stands for

electionsurvey2002) and fill out the online questionnaire from August 20th to September

22nd. In other words, participants recruited themselves; a total of 34,098 did so. In the

following, we will restrict this to 29,583 respondents: These answered at least five of the

questions asked (see Faas 2002 for further details about this survey).

In a nutshell, then, we have three surveys each capable of reaching German Internet

users in 2002. Two of them should arguably be representative for the target group of

Internet users. The third one – an open, online survey – is “the odd one out,” as it is

entirely based on self-selection. To make comparisons between the three surveys more

feasible, we will – along with comparing the three surveys’ raw data – adjust the socio-

demographic composition of the open, online survey in terms of sex, age and education to

the other two. However, to do so, we will have to look at the socio-demographic

composition first, so we will come back to the question of appropriate weights after that.

4. Empirical Findings

4.1. Marginal Distributions of Socio-demographic Variables

Concerning marginals, we first of all find no differences in terms of sex and education

between Internet users from the offline survey and those coming from the access panel

(see, Table 2): in both cases, the percentage of male Internet users is in the high fifties, and

the percentage of those having university–entrance diplomas is in the high forties. We do

6 The question used was: “Do you use the Internet?”. Answering options were “no,” “yes, at home,” “yes, at
work,” “yes, primarily at home, but also at work” and “yes, primarily at work, but also at home.” We counted all
those as Internet users that checked one of the “yes” options.
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find statistically significant differences in terms of age, though not substantially large: the

access panelists are about two years younger, with an average age of 37, even though the

same sampling frame is used in terms of age (16 and over).

However, differences instead of similarities dominate the picture once we look at the

open, unrestricted online survey. Participants are significantly and substantially younger,

better educated and more often male than female. The strength of the detected biases

concerning this open poll is truly remarkable: 78 per cent of the respondents are male, 76

per cent have university–entrance diplomas, and on average they are only 33 years old.

Compared to the other distributions, these socio-demographic scores are considerably

skewed.

What do these results imply in terms of weighting? Obviously, there is no need for

socio-demographic weighting concerning the comparison between the offline survey

group and the access panel, as their composition is more or less the same. However, we do

have to weight the data stemming from the open online survey. We do so by adjusting its

combined distribution of sex, age and education to the respective distribution in the access

Table 1. Details concerning the three surveys

Face to face
survey

Survey based on
access panel

Open online
survey

Field time August 12th to
September
21st, 2002

September 13th
to September
21st, 2002

August 20th to
September 22nd,
2002

Respondents 1,665 598 34,098/29,583a

Recruiting of
respondents

Random selection
based on sample
points, random
routes and last
birthdays

Random selection
from an access
panel previously
recruited offline

Self-recruiting
without restrictions

Mode Paper-and-pencil Web survey Web survey
a The total number of respondents amounts to 34,098, 29,583 of whom gave at least five valid answers to the

questions asked.

Table 2. Socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents of the three surveys

Face to

face

survey

Survey based

on access panel

Open

online

survey

Significancea of

difference

between

(1) (2) (3) 1 and 2 1 and 3 2 and 3

Sex – % male 57 59 78 n.s. *** ***

Age – mean 39 37 33 ** *** ***

Educationb – %

university–entrance

diploma

48 49 76 n.s. *** ***

a Significance levels: n.s. – not significant, * p , :05, ** p , :01, *** p , :001, based on ANOVA/Scheffe-test.
b Respondents still in school are excluded.
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panel; for this purpose, age and education were classified into three groups (age: up to 29,

30 to 59, 60 and over; education: still in school, up to secondary education,

university–entrance diploma and more). Thus, in the following there will always be two

results coming from the open online survey: an unweighted and a weighted one.

4.2. Marginal Distributions of Substantial Variables

The pattern that emerges when we look at substantial variables of political involvement is

basically the same as it was before for the socio-demographic variables. This time, we do

not observe any significant differences between the offline survey group and the access

panel. The levels of general interest in politics, of specific interest in the election

campaign, the likelihood of voting and the proportion of party members are generally

rather modest within the two (with the exception of voting), but virtually identical between

the two (see, Table 3).

Quite the reverse is true for the open online survey. The respective scores show a

considerably higher level of political involvement and consequently significant

differences when compared to the scores of the other two surveys. The self-selected

respondents are highly interested in politics, highly interested in the campaign, are even

more certain to vote and – most strikingly – almost one in four of them is a party member!

Given the size of these differences, it is not surprising to see that all of them are

statistically significant. A survey labelled “electionsurvey2002” apparently attracts mainly

politically involved persons – even their considerable number of about 30,000 does not

alter that tendency. Moreover, weighting the data hardly affects the results at all.

Table 3. Political involvement among the participants in the three surveys (results for the open online survey

are shown unweighted as well as weighted)

Face to face

survey

Survey based

on access

panel

Open

online

survey

Significancea of

difference

between

(1) (2) (3) 1 and 2 1 and 3 2 and 3

Interest in politicsb

– Mean

0.4 0.3 1.1/1.0 n.s. ***/*** ***/***

Interest in campaignc

– Mean

0.3 0.4 1.2/1.2 n.s. ***/*** ***/***

Likelihood of votingd

– mean

1.8 1.8 1.9/1.9 n.s. ***/*** ***/***

Party membershipe

– in %

7 7 23/23 n.s. ***/*** ***/***

a Significance levels: n.s. – not significant, * p ,.05, ** p ,.01, *** p ,.001, based on ANOVA/Scheffe-test.
b The wording of the question was: “How strong is your interest in politics? Is it very strong, rather strong, medium,

rather weak or very weak?” Coding was from 22 (very weak) to þ2 (very strong).
c The wording of the question was: “Another question about the federal election 2002: How closely do you follow

the campaign? Very closely, closely, medium, not very closely, not at all?” Coding was from 22 (not at all) to þ2

(very closely).
d The wording of the question was: “In the upcoming federal election, will you definitely vote, probably vote, maybe

vote, probably not vote, definitely not vote?” Coding was from 22 (definitely not vote) to þ2 (definitely vote).
e The question wording was: “Are you a member of party? And if so, do you hold an office?” Coding was 1 (for

members regardless of holding an office or not) and 0 (for nonmembers).
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4.3. Associations

The analysis of marginal distributions has revealed two important results that should also

affect the findings in terms of associations: participants in the open online survey are more

sophisticated, i.e., they have – on average – a higher level of formal education, and are more

politically involved. Both findings support the expectation that we outlined above: their

attitudes should be more structured and hence, associations among variables should be

stronger. Our surveys include several items that should theoretically be connected; we will look

at left–right positions of respondents and feeling thermometer for parties and candidates.

As Germany’s party system is structured along the left–right dimension, party-related

feeling thermometers should be closely connected to left–right positions of respondents.

However, as the left–right dimension requires some political sophistication (on the

liberal–conservative dimension in the U.S.A. see Kuklinski et al. 1982; Sniderman et al.

1991, p. 176; Jacoby 2004), the association between the two can be used as a first

reasonable test of our hypothesis. Table 4 shows the respective scores. First of all, the

basic assumption underlying our argument (i.e., the connection between left–right and the

feeling thermometers) is supported: The further to the right respondents place themselves

on the left–right dimension, the better they evaluate the Christian Democrats and the

worse they evaluate the Social Democrats, the Greens and the Party of Democratic

Socialism (PDS). It is also reasonable that the scores for the liberals are lowest, as the party

is usually seen around the middle of the scale. However, that is not our main concern here.

The key point here is that associations in the open online survey take on the highest

value for all party feeling thermometers. Thus, our expectations are clearly met. While

there are again no differences between the access panel and the offline survey group, the

open online survey really is the odd one out – even after controlling for the differing

socio-demographic composition, which again hardly affects the results at all.

Table 4. Associations between respondents’ left–right-positions and feeling thermometers for political parties

(Pearson’s r, results for the open online survey are shown unweighted as well as weighted)

Correlation of

respondent’s

left–right positionb

with feeling

thermometerc: : :

Face to

face

survey

Survey

based on

access panel

Open

online

survey

Significancea

of difference

between

(1) (2) (3) 1 and 2 1 and 3 2 and 3

CDU 0.49 0.43 0.62/0.59 n.s. ***/*** ***/***

SPD 20.31 20.38 20.50/20.51 n.s. ***/*** ***/***

FDP 0.33 0.29 0.49/0.45 n.s. ***/*** ***/***

Greens 20.47 20.49 20.60/20.58 n.s. ***/*** ***/***

PDS 20.28 20.31 20.51/20.47 n.s. ***/*** ***/***

a Significance levels: n.s. – not significant, * p ,.05, ** p ,.01, *** p ,.001, based on z-test of differences

between correlation coefficients.
b The wording of the question was: “People often use the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ in politics. Using this scale from

1 to 11, where would you place yourself, if 1 stands for left and 11 stands for right?”
c The wording of the question was “Generally speaking, what is your opinion about the political parties? Please

use this scale from 25 to þ5. 25 means that you have a very poor opinion about a party, þ5 means that you have

a very good opinion about a party.”
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Another opportunity to test our propositions is to look at associations among feeling

thermometers, since these should also follow specific patterns. Then Chancellor Gerhard

Schröder was the Social Democratic Party’s (SPD) candidate, his challenger Edmund

Stoiber ran for the Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU). Hence, one would expect a strong

(positive) association between the feeling thermometers for the candidate and his

respective party and a strong negative association between opposing candidates and/or

parties. However, the level of strength can again be expected to vary between the three

surveys, this time mainly due to the higher involvement in politics that characterizes the

participants in the open online survey. They should be more familiar with, but also more

polarized, when it comes to evaluating candidates and parties.

Empirically, this is again confirmed. The correlations are significantly stronger for

the open online survey for all cases (see Table 5) – with or without weighting. Apart

from that, we also do find a puzzling result this time when it comes to comparing the

offline survey group and the access panel. This is not the case for the consonant

comparisons (i.e., the correlations between the two main contenders and their respective

parties), where the correlations are virtually the same. However, when it comes to

dissonant comparisons (i.e., correlations between opposing candidates and/or parties),

the correlations are much stronger in the case of the access panel than in the offline

survey group. There is a solution to this apparent puzzle, though: the two samples have

different field times. The access panel survey was fielded in the very final week of the

campaign, while the offline survey had a much longer field time. It is known in

electoral research that attitudes become more polarized in the course of an election

campaign (see, Schoen 2005). Empirically, this is supported, as the differences between

the two surveys decrease considerably if we restrict the offline survey to those users

that took part in the final week of the campaign.

Table 5. Associations among feeling thermometers for parties and chancellor candidates (Pearson’s r, results

for the open online survey are shown unweighted as well as weighted)

Correlated feeling

thermometersb,c
Face to face

survey

Survey based

on access

panel

Open

online

survey

Significancea of

difference

between

(1) (2) (3) 1 and 2 1 and 3 2 and 3

Schröder – Stoiber 20.25 20.52 20.60/20.62 *** ***/*** ***/***

CDU – SPD 20.10 20.40 20.53/20.55 *** ***/*** ***/***

Schröder – CDU 20.28 20.44 20.56/20.58 *** ***/*** ***/***

Stoiber – SPD 20.22 20.49 20.60/20.61 *** ***/*** ***/***

Stoiber – CDU 0.77 0.78 0.86/0.87 n.s. ***/*** ***/***

Schröder – SPD 0.70 0.68 0.86/0.87 n.s. ***/*** ***/***

a Significance levels: n.s. – not significant, * p , :05, ** p , :01, *** p , :001, based on z-test of differences

between correlation coefficients.
b The wording of the party question was “Generally speaking, what is your opinion about the political parties?

Please use this scale from 25 to þ5. 25 means that you have a very poor opinion about a party, þ5 means that

you have a very good opinion about a party.”
c The wording of the candidate question was “Generally speaking, what is your opinion about Gerhard Schröder

and Edmund Stoiber?” Please use this scale from 25 to þ5. 25 means that you have a very poor opinion about

him, þ5 means that you have a very good opinion about him.”
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5. Conclusion

As Couper (2000, p. 464) rightly pointed out: “We stand at the threshold of a new era of

survey research, but how this will play is not yet clear.” What is also already very clear is

that online surveys are and will be frequently used. However, their usage must be

evaluated critically. Within this article, our aim was to shed some light on the question of

the data quality that two types of online surveys (one based on an access panel, the other an

open, unrestricted web survey) yield.

Looking at marginal distributions and associations among variables, our results provide

a mixed picture. The marginal distributions stemming from an access panel, whose

members were previously recruited from offline surveys, do not differ from those obtained

from traditional offline surveys of Internet users. In contrast, the results based on the open

online survey are dramatically skewed socio-demographically, but also substantial

variables are clearly biased. The picture that emerges with respect to associations among

variables is also far from perfect. Owing to the higher sophistication and the higher

involvement in politics among Internet users, we expected associations among variables to

be higher when based on open online surveys. Again, this was confirmed, although it has to

be pointed out that the distortions are not as large as they are in the case of marginal

distributions. And as with distortions of marginal distributions, bias in associations is not

reduced substantially when data are weighted socio-demographically.

Hence, the conclusion must be that open online surveys do not yield results

representative for online users (either in terms of marginal distributions or in terms of

associations). If one wants survey results representative for Internet users one must

carefully select a sample of online users. It is worth the effort! It does not suffice to put a

questionnaire on the web and to call upon online users to participate in the survey. Using

standard weighting procedures does not help either. And it is by no means clear that more

sophisticated weighting mechanisms help, since the direction and the extent of self-

selection bias probably depend upon the topic of the survey. Hence, general weighting

procedures may not be very useful. As a result, one has to conclude that the advent of the

Internet has not eased, and is unlikely ever to ease, conducting serious surveys. A good

survey requires good, tedious work. Simply putting a questionnaire on the web is not

enough.
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