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Impacts of cultural factors and mode of administration on item 
nonresponse for political questions in the European context
Ondřej Klíma a, Martin Lakomý a,b and Ekaterina Volevach a

aFaculty of Social Studies, Masaryk University, Brno, Czechia; bFaculty of Business and Economics, Mendel 
University, Brno, Czechia

ABSTRACT
We tested the impacts of Hofstede’s cultural factors and mode of admin
istration on item nonresponse (INR) for political questions in the European 
Values Study (EVS). We worked with the integrated European Values Study 
dataset, using descriptive analysis and multilevel binary logistic regression 
models. We concluded that (1) modes of administration with an inter
viewer lead to an INR lower than those without an interviewer. In terms of 
Hofstede’s cultural factors, we concluded that (2) the higher the power 
distance index in the country, the lower the INR, (3) the higher the rate of 
individualism in the country, the higher the INR, and (4) the higher the 
uncertainty avoidance index, the lower the INR. These findings stress the 
importance of sensitive work with cross-national data, especially with 
increasingly abundant data from mixed-mode surveys.
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Introduction

An increasing number of cross-national surveys contain questions on various sensitive topics (e.g. 
the Generations and Gender Survey, the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe, and 
the European Values Study) in the European context. These surveys include questions that can be 
intrusive, potentially threatening to respondent anonymity, unpleasant, offensive, or influenced by 
strong social expectations or norms. Such questions may be answered by the respondents in several 
different ways, one of which being not providing a valid answer (item nonresponse; INR). This 
reaction may be the result of a reluctance to invest cognitive effort in unpleasant questions or 
a rational choice not to answer given the interview situation (Riphahn & Serfling, 2005; Tourangeau 
et al., 2000).
The sensitivity of the research topics differs across individual and contextual factors; contextual 
factors have been largely under-researched. The focus on macro-context is based on the assumption 
that a failure to respond can be associated with different culturally related issues across countries 
and other geographical contexts. This macro-context of cultural meaning and social norms may 
cause a specific error in response styles and INR patterns limiting the possibility of cross-cultural 
comparisons. One question type that can cause an ambiguous reaction depending on the socio- 
cultural context is political questions. The willingness to answer political questions largely depends 
on the attitude towards politics and the current political regime in the country (Frye et al., 2017; 
Ratigan & Rabin, 2020).
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Another increasingly important factor of survey data quality is the mode of administration. The 
number of cross-national surveys using more modes within/among countries has been steeply 
increasing (E. D. de Leeuw, 2018), and further accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic. This 
trend threatens data quality and comparability of results over countries, as the modes of adminis
tration may provide – especially for sensitive questions – different answers (Callegaro et al., 2015, 
p. 38). Moreover, the question of data comparability may become even more complex, if the 
question sensitivity (and thus the mode effect) depends on a cultural context.
The existing studies find the concept of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions valuable for cross-cultural 
comparison of survey errors. The form and perception of the survey setting, including the presence 
of an interviewer or (more generally) the response mode, also offer a useful framework for cross- 
cultural comparisons. Our goal is to examine the influence of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and 
the effect of mode of administration on INR for political questions. Using the data of the European 
Values Study (EVS), we illustrate that three of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and the mode of data 
collection, to some point, explain the level of INR for political questions.

Theory

Sensitive questions

Tourangeau and Yan (2007) see sensitivity as a broader term that encompasses three distinct 
meanings:

● intrusive questions – questions about taboo topics for which the act of asking about them is 
sensitive in itself (e.g. masturbation)

● the threat of disclosure – a respondent might fear potential consequences should the responses 
become known to third parties (e.g. illegal behavior)

● social desirability – the respondent seeks to fulfill societal expectations or avoid appearing 
undesirable, either knowingly or unknowingly (e.g. voting habits).

Questions that may be seen as falling into one of the described categories have potential conse
quences for the respondent. These consequences can be external (fear of punishment for illegal or 
socially unacceptable behavior) and internal (a topic that causes a person to feel unpleasant 
sensations, fear, or resentment) (Lensvelt-Mulders et al., 2005). Hence, some of the sensitive topics 
include substance use, sexuality, delinquency, victimization, health, income, and voting habits 
(Gnambs & Kaspar, 2015; Lensvelt-Mulders et al., 2005; Tourangeau et al., 2000, p. 260;). The 
appearance of such topics in a questionnaire may lead to several types of bias in the respondent’s 
behavior, such as formulating socially desirable responses, avoiding disclosure of sensitive data, and 
refusing to respond (Shoemaker et al., 2002; Tourangeau et al., 2000, p. 261).

Item nonresponse in social surveys

INR can be defined as a failure to obtain a valid answer to a question. INR threatens data quality 
through an increased occurrence of nonresponse errors and reduced sample sizes (Roberts et al.,  
2019; Struminskaya et al., 2015). Moreover, this phenomenon causes both ethical (Denscombe,  
2009) and technical issues (Durrant & Steele, 2009) of treating respondents with some INR in the 
analysis. We can define answers ‘do not know’, ‘no opinion’, and ‘refused’ as types of INR with some 
specific meaning, which should be treated differently. While the ‘do not know’ answer has 
a legitimate meaning for instance in political questions (E. de Leeuw et al., 2003), refusal to provide 
any answer is related – in contrast to the ‘do not know’ option – to question sensitivity (Shoemaker 
et al., 2002). Therefore, we take into account the distinction in this study and (in line with previous 
papers; see Denscombe, 2009; E. de Leeuw et al., 2003) indicate INR by refusal to answer.
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Regarding the variation of INR across a questionnaire, the proportion of invalid answers increases 
with lower respondent engagement (Clifford & Jerit, 2015), question sensitivity (Meitinger & 
Johnson, 2020), question difficulty (Shoemaker et al., 2002), and self-administered modes (Al 
Baghal & Lynn, 2015). Little and Rubin claimed that ‘It is generally accepted that when INR on 
a variable is higher than five percent, the missing answers are most likely not random’ and should be 
further analyzed (Callens & Loosveldt, 2018, p. 3).
Regarding the individual variation of INR, older, less educated, female, and unemployed respon
dents tend to have more missing answers (E. de Leeuw et al., 2003; Kupek, 1998; Lee et al., 2017; 
Pickery et al., 2001; Riphahn & Serfling, 2005; Serfling, 2005; Yan et al., 2010). Questions with high 
INR are also associated with questionnaire characteristics such as length, question intelligibility, 
sensitivity, and mode of administration, as described in the derivation of hypotheses (E. de Leeuw 
et al., 2003; Kupek, 1998; Rässler & Riphahn, 2006; Vandeschrick & Sanderson, 2012). Krosnick 
et al. (1996) provide reasons for INR (or other forms of threats to data quality) as part of the 
satisficing theory. These reasons include task difficulty, ability to answer, and respondent motiva
tion, with such motivation being connected both with the presence of an interviewer and a sense of 
privacy. Building on previous evidence, the tools reducing INR in web mode, such as motivational 
prompts, are especially important in mixed-mode surveys (Al Baghal & Lynn, 2015).
INR has been investigated based on various national and cross-national data, collected mainly in 
Western countries. Failure to respond can stem from different cultural processes and this failure 
may, in turn, cause a specific error in the representativeness of the sample and the inability to 
perform comparative analyses (Koch & Blohm, 2009). These differences have been confirmed by 
methodological reports and documentation of various cross-national studies showing that the 
numbers of missing answers differ among countries (e.g. Beullens et al., 2014; Koch & Blohm,  
2009; Malter & Börsch-Supan, 2015; Publications Office of the European Union, 2020).
Political questions are one type of sensitive questions connected with cultural context (Callens & 
Loosveldt, 2018), while differences in political regimes can partly account for the variation. In non- 
democratic regimes, refusal to respond to sensitive questions can be a means of self-preservation 
(Frye et al., 2017). Some results from China support this idea, indicating that an increased political 
confidence in the authorities in China may appear precisely because marginalized groups with 
minority political opinions are afraid to answer political questions in surveys (Ratigan & Rabin,  
2020). However, some evidence suggests that political regimes can only slightly explain cross- 
national differences in INR to political questions (Popp, 2018). Therefore, exploring international 
differences in INR to political questions requires a different theoretical framework.

Cultural framework for analyzing INR

Most research projects studying survey errors use Hofstede’s framework of cultural orientation. 
Despite the existing criticism of this cultural framework, its structure is considered reliable and has 
remained relatively unchanged after a large amount of research done on this topic. In addition, this 
cultural framework has been applied to a wide range of studies on various issues and has proved 
effective (Meitinger & Johnson, 2020; Silber & Johnson, 2020). Hofstede’s concept of cultural values 
is based on a survey among IBM employees in 71 countries from 1967–1970. Based on this data, 
Hofstede identified four cultural dimensions that varied systematically across countries. These 
dimensions were labeled individualism vs. collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, 
and masculine vs. feminine culture (Hofstede, 1980). Later, based on the World Values Survey data, 
the author added the indulgence vs. restraint and long-term orientation vs. short-term orientation 
dimensions (Hofstede & Minkov, 2010). Each of the six dimensions presents a scale with two 
extreme categories. A more detailed description of the dimensions is shown in Table 1.
To the best of our knowledge, only two articles analyzed cross-national differences in INR, both 
applying Hofstede’s cultural value framework. Lee et al. (2017) studied the influence of Hofstede’s 
dimensions of long-term orientation and uncertainty avoidance on INR in questions about 
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financial situations. They estimated the life expectancy of respondents using data from the Survey of 
Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe and several harmonized studies. The authors used scores 
for country-level cultural indicators from the book by Hofstede et al., Cultures and Organizations 
(Hofstede & Minkov, 2010). The authors concluded that the higher the uncertainty avoidance in 
a country, the higher the INR rate on questions about financial situations. Long-term orientation in 
the country was not associated with the INR rates on financial or on life expectancy questions.
In their recent research, Meitinger and Johnson (2020) associated the INR in the International 
Social Survey Programme (Module on Role of Government) with several dimensions of Hofstede’s 
framework. They analyze all the questions with more than 5% of missing answers in relation to 
country-level Hofstede scores (Hofstede & Minkov, 2010). From the analyzed dimensions of 
individualism vs. collectivism, power distance, and uncertainty avoidance, only uncertainty avoid
ance is a significant predictor of the INR rate. Respondents from countries with lower uncertainty 
avoidance have a higher rate of INR. Of course, the cultural dimensions do not explain all cross- 
national differences in INR; we also address a technical-cultural aspect (mode of administration), 
which has been both increasingly important and available for evaluation in survey data.

Mode of administration and INR

A specific survey characteristic connected with INR and potentially accounting for some of the 
cross-national differences is the mode of administration, which is increasingly important to study 
due to a sharp increase of mixed-mode data collections (E. D. de Leeuw, 2018). The most frequent 
survey modes are computer-assisted personal interviewing (CAPI), pen-and-paper interviewing 
(PAPI), computer-assisted web interviewing (CAWI), and computer-assisted telephone interview
ing (CATI). A combination of modes within a survey can address the drawbacks of specific modes 
or the inability to collect all the data via one mode, but it also brings a threat of different answers 
across mode (Callegaro et al., 2015).
The key grouping characteristic of modes is the presence/absence of an interviewer. Overall, INR is 
higher in self-administered surveys because of the absence of control over the answering process 
(Heerwegh & Loosveldt, 2008; Meitinger & Johnson, 2020; Rässler & Riphahn, 2006; Tourangeau 

Table 1. The definitions of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions.

Dimension Low values or first alternative High values or second alternative

Power Distance 
(PDI)

lower dependence on the executors of power higher dependence on the more powerful people, 
tendency to be more authoritarian and 
conforming

Individualism vs 
Collectivism 
(IDV)

a norm of living independently and having own 
opinion, while the behavior is controlled only by 
the individual’s sense of guilt

protection of the interests of own social group and 
feeling of shame if a group member breaks any 
rules

Femininity vs 
Masculinity 
(FAM)

focus on consensus and equality, leftist political 
orientation with the custom of broader coalitions

focus on competitiveness, material rewards, heroism 
with strictly assigned gender roles, adversarial 
political discourse

Uncertainty 
Avoidance 
(UAI)

no need for predictability in the form of strict rules, 
higher activity, and self-efficacy in political life

stress from ambiguity, the importance of formal 
rules, and no toleration of deviations that could 
compromise their stability

Long-term vs 
Short-term 
orientation 
(LSO)

aim of receiving awards in the future and long-term 
success, even if it entails giving up short-term 
profit; social inequality is considered 
unacceptable

behavior directed at the past and present, such as 
respect for traditions, fulfilling social obligations, 
short-term success, quick results. In such 
countries, social stratification is considered 
normal.

Indulgence vs 
Restraint (IVR)

the ability to freely satisfy desires associated with 
pleasure; fulfilling the individual desires is 
regarded as proper

satisfaction should be strictly regulated by social 
norms; life is considered difficult, fun or 
enjoyment of life is discouraged, preference of 
duty over pleasure

Source: Hofstede, G., Hofstede, G. J., & Minkov, M. (2010). Cultures and organizations: Software of the mind, third edition (3rd ed.). 
McGraw-Hill Professional.
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et al., 2000). However, INR on sensitive questions is lower in the same conditions due to a higher 
rate of privacy (Corkrey & Parkinson, 2002; Essig & Winter, 2009; Kreuter et al., 2008). We can 
attribute this contrast to a higher motivation induced by the interviewer, which is a factor less 
important than lower privacy and trust in the case of sensitive questions. Another less consistent 
distinction indicates that computer-based self-administered questionnaires have a lower INR than 
pen-and-paper ones (Callens & Loosveldt, 2018; Gnambs & Kaspar, 2015; Tourangeau & Yan,  
2007), but only for open-ended questions (Denscombe, 2009), with Denniston et al. (2010) arriving 
at the opposite conclusion.
Although survey mode has already been examined in relation to overall INR in cross-national 
surveys (Callens & Loosveldt, 2018; Meitinger & Johnson, 2020), we found only one study 
considering INR in terms of the specific type of sensitive question. Antoni et al. (2019) compared 
CATI with CAPI and found a higher INR for income questions in CATI; we compare INR for 
political questions for five modes of data collection. Additionally, we suggest that it is important to 
examine the mode effect for sensitive questions together with an adequate cultural framework, 
because the framework can reflect the level of sensitivity of the studied topic.

Derivation of hypotheses

Based on the book Cultures and Organizations (Hofstede & Minkov, 2010), in which the authors 
describe the connections between cultural dimensions and all spheres of life, we found evidence that 
INR on political questions can be influenced by three out of six dimensions, that is, power distance 
(PDI), individualism-collectivism (IDV), and uncertainty avoidance (UAI). Due to the limited 
scope of the paper, we include only three dimensions with both theoretical and empirical relation
ship to INR.
In countries with a substantial PDI, people are highly dependent on the more powerful population 
segment. They are likely to agree or consult with the authorities. In countries with a low PDI, people 
are readier to disagree with the executors of power or disobey (Hofstede & Minkov, 2010). 
Therefore, people in countries with a high PDI can leave political questions unanswered more 
often if they fear punishment for abandoning a socially accepted opinion. On the other hand, given 
a high level of PDI, refusal to answer may also be considered unacceptable. Therefore, we assume 
the following hypothesis.

H1: The higher the power distance in the country, the lower the INR on political questions.

People in collective cultures are not used to having personal space, with the opinions they express 
usually going along with the majority one, even if they do not actually share it. They then feel 
ashamed if a group member breaks any rules. By contrast, the central theme of individualistic 
societies is privacy. We can assume that, in collectivistic societies, people tend to agree with 
generally accepted opinions rather than refuse to answer a question. On the other hand, in 
individualistic societies, political issues can be a private topic that the respondents do not want to 
disclose.

H2: The higher the rate of individualism in the country, the higher the INR.

Residents of countries with strong UAI are less interested in politics and do not believe that they can 
influence political affairs (Hofstede & Minkov, 2010). Thus, we can assume that countries with high 
UAI have higher INR to political questions because people are uninterested in this issue and do not 
have any personal opinions about it. On the other hand, failure to answer the question is itself 
uncertain. Therefore, we assume that respondents avoid ambiguous answers in countries with high 
UAI, reducing the number of INR. Thus, the UAI can lower or increase INR according to the 
previous empirical studies outlined above, which leads us to the hypothesis:
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H3: The higher the rate of uncertainty avoidance, the lower the INR.

The mode of administration can also affect the INR, since answering in more private conditions 
leads to fewer missing answers on sensitive questions (Joinson et al., 2008; Kays et al., 2012). In 
conditions of increased privacy, respondents may feel less threatened that they will disclose their 
private information to a third person or that their answer will be socially unacceptable. Thus, we 
assume the following:

H4: Modes without an interviewer have lower INR than modes with an interviewer.

Methodology

We worked with the integrated European Value Study 2017 dataset (EVS, 2020). The EVS is a cross- 
national longitudinal survey project covering questions concerning such topics as family, religion, 
work, society, gender, and politics. This wave contains data from 34 countries, of which only Greece 
was dropped from our analysis as their respective data did not contain questions Q31 (left-right 
scale) or Q49 (voter’s choice). This left us with 34 countries with a total of 50,514 (Q49) and 48,546 
(Q31) respondents. The European Values project is managed by the Council of Program Directors, 
who discuss the general outlines of the project approving the final questionnaire and the survey 
method. All daily responsibilities are delegated to the Executive Committee. The questionnaire is 
developed by the Theory Group; the quality of the project is taken care of by the Methodology 
Group. The funding is provided by universities and research institutes in the participating 
countries1 that conduct the data collection according to the standards provided by the EVS 
committee.
Six countries decided to test a combination of interviewer-administered mode (F2F) and self- 
administered mode (CAWI supplemented for MAIL) in the 2017 wave. Five countries (Denmark, 
Iceland, Finland, Germany, and Switzerland) drew separate individual random samples for personal 
and online interviewing, while the Netherlands used an existing probability online panel for the 
recruitment of online respondents (Luijkx et al., 2021). A paper questionnaire was provided to 
respondents not participating online with a reminder (Denmark, Germany, Switzerland), only on 
request (Iceland, Finland), or not at all (Netherlands).
In line with the literature, we focused on cases with no answer provided and identified only three 
questions with INR (refusal/no answer) greater than or equal to 5%; (1) a question about political 
views measured on the left vs. right scale, (2) a question about which political party a respondent 
voted for, and (3) a question about their household’s weekly income. We selected the first two 
questions (Q31 and Q49 in the questionnaire) as we are interested in the impact of cultural factors 
(Hofstede values2) on the INR for political questions. The exact wording of Q31 is ‘In political 
matters, people talk of “the left” and “the right.” How would you place your views on this scale, 
generally speaking? (options 1=the left to 10=the right)’ and the wording of Q49” Which (political) 
party appeals to you most?” These dependent variables were coded as binary with 0=valid answer 
and 1=INR.
The presented analysis sets up multilevel regression models with respondents nested in countries. 
We control for sex, age, and level of education (lower, middle, or higher) while including the mode 
of administration (CATI, MAIL, CAWI, PAPI, or CAPI) as the essential individual-level variable of 
our paper. We created four multilevel binary logistic regression models for each political question 
using the SPSS integrated function GENLINMIXED with LOGIT link. First, we computed the basic 
model with individual-level variables, followed by three expanding models, each testing a different 
country-level variable: PDI, UAI, and IDV, respectively. The respective values of cultural country- 
level variables are in Appendix B. We also pay close attention to the mode of administration and 
how it affects the INR. The possibility of identifying possible dependence between the effects of 
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cultural variables and mode administration is limited due to low mutual variation, but we outline 
this option in the conclusion (and Appendix C). We do not attempt to compare the models, 
focusing more on each model and how the country-level variables affect the INR in political 
questions.

Analysis

We start the analysis of each dependent variable with the base model with individual-level variables: 
the mode of administration and control variables for sex, age, and education. The dependent 
variable is the INR for the specific question – a binary variable where 0 = a question answered 
validly and 1 = an answer refused (INR). This categorization means that positive effects increase the 
likelihood of an answer being refused – INR. Negative effects decrease the likelihood of INR. The 
three Hofstede dimensions were selected as our country-level variables are measured on a scale of 1 
to 100.
First, we look at question Q31: Political views of the respondent measured on the left-right scale in 
Table 2. Starting with the mode of administration in M0, the presence of an interviewer decreases 
the likelihood of INR. If we exponentiate the coefficients, the question has lower odds (−2.360, 
meaning 0.094 lower odds) of being without a valid answer (of being INR) when asked using a mode 
of administration with an interviewer. When it comes to personal characteristics, females (−0.293) 
are less likely to refuse answers (INR) than males. Age does have a weak positive effect on the INR 
(each additional year of a respondent’s age increases the likelihood of INR by a logit of 0.008 or by 
0.006 in models M0 to M3). Finally, respondents with higher education (0.740, meaning 2.09 higher 
odds) and mid-level education (0.324, meaning 1.38 higher odds) are more likely to refuse answers 
(INR) than those with lower education.
The effects of country-level variables may appear small, but the scale for each dimension is from 0 to 
100. This range means that a change of ten on the scale would mean a change of 0.1 for PDI in our 
model. Our first (H1) hypothesis was: The higher the power distance in the country, the lower the INR 
on political questions. Our hypothesis holds as with increasing PDI in model M1, the likelihood of 
respondents refusing to answer decreases by a logit of −0.018 (meaning respondents have 0.98 times 

Table 2. Effect of mode and cultural variables on the INR of Q31: Political views of the respondent measured on the left-right 
scale; N = 48,546.

M0: individual’s variables M1: M0 + PDI M2: M0 + UAI M3: M0 + IDV

Fixed Effects Coefficient S.E. Coefficient S.E. Coefficient S.E. Coefficient S.E.

Intercept 2.287*** 0.0924 3.326*** 0.1119 3.793*** 0.1325 1.388*** 0.1055
CATI 2.354* 1.0333 1.889 1.0452 1.886 1.0227 2.069* 1.0263
MAIL 1.328*** 0.1914 0.878*** 0.1956 0.955*** 0.1910 1.066*** 0.1910
CAWI 2.692*** 0.1964 2.246*** 0.2006 2.239*** 0.1966 2.389*** 0.1962
PAPI −0.519*** 0.0393 −0.166*** 0.0433 −0.328*** 0.0400 −0.082 0.0459
CAPI Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.
Female 

(Male ref.)
−0.285*** 0.0379 −0.275*** 0.0384 −0.288*** 0.0376 −0.276*** 0.0377

Age 0.007*** 0.0011 0.006*** 0.0011 0.007*** 0.0011 0.006*** 0.0011
Higher education 0.757*** 0.0531 0.726*** 0.0541 0.719*** 0.0530 0.699*** 0.0532
Middle education 0.354*** 0.0459 0.359*** 0.0467 0.346*** 0.0457 0.350*** 0.0458
Lower education Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.
PDI −0.017*** 0.0009
UAI −0.020*** 0.0012
IDV 0.018*** 0.0011
AIC 3,465 12,905 13,258 12,616
BIC 3,545 12,993 13,346 12,703
LOG 3,447 12,885 13,238 12,595
N 48,546 48,546 48,546 48,546

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; Source: EVS 2017.
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lower odds) for each point on the 0 to 100 scale. The same goes for our second (H2) hypothesis: The 
higher the rate of individualism in the country, the higher the INR. IDV, according to model M3, 
increases the likelihood of INR. With each one-point increase on the scale from 0 to 100, the 
likelihood of respondents refusing to answer (INR) is increased by a logit of 0.019 (the odds are 1.02 
higher). As for the UAI, we confirmed the H3 hypothesis in model M2: The higher the rate of 
uncertainty avoidance, the lower the INR. With each one-point increase in UAI, the likelihood is 
lowered by a logit of −0.022, meaning respondents have 0.98 times lower odds of refusing to answer.
Table 3 shows the results of the same analytical approach for question Q49: Which political party 
appeals the most? Regarding the individual-level variables in model M4, the effect of an interviewer 
remains negative, meaning that answering political questions using modes of administration with 
an interviewer has lower odds of being INR. Then, each year of an increased respondent’s age 
increases the likelihood of INR by a logit of 0.005 or by 0.003 (models M4 to M7). The effects of 
education and sex were not statistically significant for the question asking about the appeal of 
political parties. With each increase in PDI and UAI, the odds of respondents refusing to answer are 
lowered by 0.99 and 0.97 (logit of −0.013 and −0.034), respectively. Increasing IDV means 1.02 
higher odds (logit of 0.018) that the respondent refuses to answer. Thus, our hypotheses H1, H2, 
and H3 hold.

Conclusion

This study examines the role of Hofstede’s cultural factors and mode of administration on item 
nonresponse (INR) in the European Values Study (EVS). Regarding the impact of cultural factors, 
we confirmed three cultural factor-based hypotheses, H1, H2, and H3. In the dispute in a (small) 
pool of literature as to whether the uncertainty avoidance index (UAI) increases or lowers INR, we 
concluded that, based on our analysis, the likelihood of respondents refusing to answer decreases 
with higher UAI. The higher the country’s power distance index (PDI), the lower the likelihood that 
the respondent refuses to answer. This finding corresponds to Hofstede’s (1980) definition of PDI 
and UAI. In countries where people respect authorities and are more likely to abide by the rules, 
respondents seem to be more likely to answer the question, especially when asked by trained 

Table 3. Effect of mode and cultural variables on the INR of Q49: Which political party appeals to the respondent the most; N =  
50,514.

M4: individual variables M5: M4 + PDI M6: M4 + UAI M7: M4 + IDV

Fixed Effects Coefficient S.E. Coefficient S.E. Coefficient S.E. Coefficient S.E.

Intercept 1.711*** 0.0771 2.558*** 0.0927 4.385*** 0.1192 0.676*** 0.0879
CATI 1.884** 0.6513 1.506* 0.6666 1.022 0.6403 1.540** 0.6485
MAIL 0.270** 0.0950 −0.100 0.0996 −0.412*** 0.0970 −0.052 0.0959
CAWI 1.368*** 0.0801 1.005*** 0.0847 0.556*** 0.0841 1.005*** 0.0817
PAPI −0.176*** 0.0342 0.103** 0.0376 0.110*** 0.0344 0.312*** 0.0390
CAPI Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.
Female 

(Male ref.)
−0.054 0.0304 −0.041 0.0313 −0.048 0.0303 −0.040 0.0305

Age 0.005*** 0.0009 0.004*** 0.0009 0.003*** 0.0009 0.003*** 0.0009
Higher education 0.076 0.0439 0.043 0.0452 −0.025 0.0442 0.006 0.0443
Middle education −0.018 0.0406 −0.012 0.0418 −0.068 0.0407 −0.011 0.0409
Lower education Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.
PDI −0.014*** 0.0007
UAI −0.034*** 0.0011
IDV 0.021*** 0.0009
AIC 4,987 20,456 19,776 19,583
BIC 5,067 20,544 19,865 19,671
LOG 4,969 20,436 19,756 19,563
N 50,514 50,514 50,514 50,514

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; Source: EVS 2017.
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personnel (see Tables 6 and 7 in Appendix C). The same can be said about our conclusion regarding 
the effect of individualism (IDV). With rising IDV, the likelihood that respondents refuse to answer 
rises as well. Respondents from countries with higher levels of IDV try to protect their interests and 
are less likely to share their opinions with others (Hofstede & Minkov, 2010), thus the increase 
in INR.
We can see in a bivariate description (see Appendix D) that INR is higher for modes with an 
interviewer. However, the effect of the interviewer in both our models was negative, meaning 
that when controlled for sex, education, and cultural factors, using the mode of administration 
with an interviewer lowers the odds of INR. Considering the multivariate analysis more 
relevant, we confirm our H4 hypothesis that modes without an interviewer have lower INR 
than modes with an interviewer. Still, we cannot fully separate the mode effect from coverage, 
nonresponse, and measurement error in the cross-sectional data (Callegaro et al., 2015) so the 
relationship needs to be further tested. We can see that, with increasing PDI and UAI, the 
chance of respondents refusing to answer decreases (by 0.079 and 0.050, respectively) when 
using modes of administration without an interviewer. This finding shows that the PDI and UAI 
cultural variables greatly impact INR as they shift the positive effect of the mode of adminis
tration without the interviewer (see Appendix C, Tables 6 and 7). Nevertheless, the interactions 
in these models are not very robust due to the low variation of cultural variables across modes; 
we place them only in the appendix.
We found that using MAIL or CAWI (self-administered modes) results in an INR higher than that 
resulting from using CAPI or PAPI, which supports the importance of the tools reducing INR in 
web mode (e.g. motivational prompts) in mixed-mode surveys (Al Baghal & Lynn, 2015). 
Otherwise, higher INR leads to an increased nonresponse error, reduced adequate sample size, as 
well as to a lower equivalence of modes. In this context, we expect that the recent shift to self- 
administered modes in many cross-national surveys could increase INR, or even raise the risk of 
measurement invariance, as the mode of administration gets more heterogeneous across countries, 
within countries, and across time. Particular attention should be paid to mode as a tool for 
improving the data collection process and as a risk for creating a new source of measurement 
error (E. D. de Leeuw & Toepoel, 2018).
The indicator of the data quality and comparability – providing no answer to sensitive political 
questions – is only one of several ways for approaching the topic. Nevertheless, we combine our 
findings with other studies (overview in Silber & Johnson, 2020) and argue that the results show the 
limited comparability of cross-national data in several aspects. This issue cannot be fully resolved 
during the survey preparation and fielding; thus, we consider it when analyzing and interpreting 
data. Cross-country research always needs to reflect various meanings of the same topic (e.g. by 
robustness checks) and, more recently, various modes of administration used in large surveys 
(E. D. de Leeuw, 2018).
We conclude that INR is not much of a problem in EVS 2017, with only three questions having INR 
higher than or equal to 5% and only seven questions having more than 1,000 INR responses (out of 
56,491 total respondents). Thus, applying our methodology to different datasets with a higher INR 
or focusing more on specific countries with elevated levels of INR would better help us understand 
the role of the mode of administration and its relation to INR and the importance of cultural factors. 
The lack of CATI (only one country in our dataset used this mode) and small numbers of MAIL 
limits the extent of our evaluation for each specific mode of administration.

Notes

1. For mode distribution and sample size of specific countries, please see Appendix A.
2. We used the original values presented in: Hofstede, G., Hofstede, G. J., & Minkov, M. (Hofstede & Minkov,  

2010). Cultures and organizations: Software of the mind, third edition (3rd ed.). McGraw-Hill Professional 
and values calculated by Hofstede Insights (2021) team of researchers (https://www.hofstede-insights.com/).
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