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We have made it through our second year as a Division, and we are
continuing to thrive. As we continue to grow and evolve, DPOP has
reached some major milestones this year. For example, we
successfully held our first elections. As such, three of our founding
Executive Board members—Justin T. Pickett, Francis T. Cullen, and
Kevin H. Wozniak—will hand the reins over to our new Board members
this year—Alexander L. Burton, Shichun Ling, and Jason R. Silver. Sean
Patrick Roche will move from his role as an Executive Counselor intot
the Vice Chair position. 

Furthermore, the 2023 ASC meeting promises to be exciting for the
Division. Not only will our Outreach Table with our daily polls be back,
but we also will honor two DPOP members with awards—Brandon
Applegate with the Inaugural Distinguished Scholar Award and Colleen
Berryessa with the Young Scholar Award at our General Membership
Meeting on Friday, November 17. We also have secured sponsorship
for the Doctoral Student Survey Award and will be able to present that
to a student at the 2024 ASC meeting. Finally, we will hold our second
annual DPOP Social on Wednesday, November 15 at Strangelove’s
from 7:00 pm - 8:30 pm.

As I look over the past two years, I am honored and awed by the
commitment and the support each one of you have shown to DPOP. As
we move into our third year, I am excited about the future of the DPOP
and the great things we will accomplish. Hope to see you all in Philly!

Cheryl Lero Jonson
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There is a disciplinary assumption in our field that surveys with low response rates produce
biased estimates, which leads to the use of simple rules for judging the quality of survey data
(Pickett, 2017). Surveys with “low” response rates fail this “response rate test” and become
difficult to publish. Most of our research methods texts list these rules: e.g., “A response rate
below 60% is a disaster, and even a 70% response rate is not much more than minimally
acceptable” (Bachman and Schutt, 2014: 216). Editors embrace this view, and often reject out
of hand any study failing to reach this conventional standard. 

From this perspective, there is a real crisis for survey research in our field; even the best-
funded surveys administered by leading research institutions regularly fail to achieve
response rates this high. For example, the response rate for the 2016 General Social Survey
(GSS) was only 61%. The response rate in the Seattle Neighborhoods and Crime survey was  
around 51% (Matsueda, 2010). Response rates to the American National Election Studies
(ANES) have ranged from as low as 1% to a high of about 50% in recent years. At enrollment,
the response rate in the Pathways to Desistance Study was 67% (Mulvey, Schubert and
Piquero, 2014: 9). The response rates of most conventional surveys undertaken by
criminological researchers via phone or the internet are even lower.

In our view, this crisis is both real and imagined. Response rates are indeed declining, but it is
less clear that this development is a major source of nonresponse bias. We argue that our
field’s use of response rate rules in evaluating scholarship is based more on disciplinary
custom than on survey science. In this paper, we describe the long-term downward trend in
response rates and address confusion about nonresponse bias and its relation to response
rates. We discuss each of these issues in turn below.

The Long Downward Trend in Response Rates

Tourangeau (2017:803) explained in his recent address to the American Association of Public
Opinion Research that “the survey and polling business is in crisis … response rates have been
falling for more than 30 years … Even high-quality face-to-face surveys rarely reach a 70
percent response rate these days.” Responses have declined for all survey modes; even major
surveys like the Current Population Survey and the National Crime Victimization Survey have
experienced notable declines in response rates (Tourangeau and Plewes, 2013). Response
rates in typical telephone surveys have fallen below 10 percent (Keeter et al., 2017). Web
surveys now represent the “prevailing type of survey data collection,” and have many
advantages for increasing data quality, such as reducing social desirability bias, interviewer
bias, and coding errors (Callegaro, Manfreda, and Vehovar, 2015: 4). However, they tend to
have the lowest response rates, which are also declining (Tourangeau, Conrad, and Couper,
2013).

The Response Rate Test: Nonresponse Bias and the Future of
Survey Research in Criminology and Criminal Justice

Justin T. Pickett, University at Albany
Francis T. Cullen, University of Cincinnati
Shawn D. Bushway, University at Albany

Ted Chiricos, Florida State University
Geoffrey Alpert, University of South Carolina
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Nonresponse Bias and its Relation to Response Rates

Nonresponse bias is a form of confounding or endogenous selection bias that results when 1)
there is some level of nonresponse, and 2) the propensity to respond (R) is correlated with the
survey variable(s) of interest (Y), either because they share a common cause (Z, where
(R←Z→Y), or Y causes R (Y→R) (Elwert and Winship, 2014; Groves and Peytcheva, 2008). When Y
and R are associated (spuriously or causally), the amount of resulting bias will depend on
both the magnitude of that association and the extent of nonresponse. Theoretically, then,
we would expect an inverse relationship between response rates and nonresponse bias.
This is the theoretical relationship that motivates the use of response rate rules to judge
survey data quality.

Empirically, the relationship between response rates and nonresponse bias exists at both the
estimate- and survey-level (Tourangeau, 2017), but is much weaker than most criminologists
likely suppose (Groves and Peytcheva, 2008; Holbrook et al., 2008). Research examining bias
in univariate statistics has shown that response rates are “a poor predictor of the absolute
relative response bias”(Groves and Peytcheva, 2008: 174), challenging “the assumptions that
response rates are a key indicator of survey data quality and that efforts to increase response
rates will necessarily be worth the expense” (Holbrook et al., 2008: 528).

To make this point tangible, we obtained Groves and Peytcheva’s (2008) meta-analytic data,
which contains information about nonresponse bias in 959 univariate estimates from 59
studies with diverse topics and target populations (e.g., US national population, physicians,
university students, company customers). There are two measures of noneresponse bias in
the data, absolute relbias and absolute differences; the latter is only available for 804
estimates in 44 studies. We estimated a series of bivariate regression models at both the
estimate and study level predicting each measure of nonresponse bias with response rates.
Table 1 presents these results. At the estimate level, response rates explain between 4% and
8% of the variation in nonresponse bias, depending on the measure used; at the study level,
explained variance for mean bias ranges from 0% to 26%, depending on the measure and
weighting procedure. Most of the variation in nonresponse bias is within studies.

Moreover, these correlations say little about the magnitude of bias. Although bias can be
large in some circumstances, most existing “models relating response propensities to bias …
suggest that bias will, in most cases, be low on average” (Tourangeau, 2017: 812).
Nonresponse bias is likely to be largest when surveys focus on topics (e.g., voting,
volunteering) that are correlated with nondemographic predictors of individuals’ response
propensities, such as altruism or sense of civic obligation (Tourangeau, 2017).

Most criminological studies focus on relationships between variables rather than univariate
estimates. There is less research examining nonresponse bias in relationships between
variables, but the evidence that exists suggests that nonresponse bias has smaller effects on
relationships than univariate statistics (Abraham, Helms, and Presser, 2009; Kano et al., 2008;
Goudy, 1976; Martikainen et al., 2007). Blair and Zinkhan (2006: 5) explain that “if a
relationship is observed across the full range of the related variables, the measurement of the
extent to which the two variables covary is likely to be relatively accurate even if sampling is
disproportionate at different levels of the variables” (see also Blair,Czaja, and Blair, 2013).
Amaya and Presser (2017) analyzed surveys where a large amount of nonresponse bias would
be expected based on the topic—social activities and roles—and found that “nonresponse



bias was widespread and often large on univariate estimates, but was usually small in
multivariate models and typically did not alter the inferences drawn from such models” (p. 1).
Heggestad et al. (2015) likewise demonstrated that “there would generally need to be a strong
relationship between the propensity to respond and a study variable [i.e., r > .40] for there
to be bias of at least .05 between study variables.” Phrased in familiar terms, the correlation
between response propensity and a study variable would have to be much greater than the
effect of self-control on crime (Pratt and Cullen, 2000) to substantially bias relationships
between variables, which is highly unlikely.

Four Consequences of Using Response Rates as Indicators of Data Quality

1. Large File Drawers Containing Unbiased Studies         

The existence of an inverse correlation between response rates and nonresponse bias means
that publishing only studies that achieve high response rates will tend to reduce the impact
of nonresponse bias on the literature. However, the magnitude of this correlation directly
determines the effectiveness of response rate rules for identifying biased studies. Because
the correlation is weak, these rules will always have a very high error rate. Many studies
rejected for having low response rates will actually contain estimates with little or no
nonresponse bias, while some studies published because they have high response rates will
contain very biased estimates. Put differently, the weak correlation between response rates
and nonresponse bias means that “response rates lack both validity and reliability as a proxy
measure of nonresponse bias” (Davern, 2013: 905).

2. Unsound Research Practices

Response rate rules, by providing an easy heuristic for assessing survey data quality, can lead
to the nonsensical situation where authors, reviewers, and editors exhibit a de facto
preference for nonprobability samples over probability samples. As Blair and Zinkhan, 2006:
4) observe, “it is common for nonprobability samples to produce higher response rates than
probability samples, not because the nonprobability samples are truly less exposed to
sample bias but rather because the sample has been limited to convenient participants.” The
problem is that some leading journals “reject manuscripts based on low response rates, even 
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while allowing research that is not based on probability sampling” (Peytcheva, 2013: 89). We
have certainly seen evidence of this in our field.

3. Overreliance on Secondary Data

Kleck and colleagues (2006: 149) examined the methods used in articles published in seven of
our field’s leading journals. They noted their “most striking finding concerns the data
gathering methods used in this field. Survey research [primary and secondary] dominates the
field of criminology and criminal justice.” Nearly half of all articles relied on survey data.
However, in the present context of declining survey participation, response rate rules pose an
increasingly insurmountable obstacle to publishing original survey research in our journals.
One probable outcome is that more and more students and senior researchers will turn to the
same existing secondary data sources, downloadable off ICPSR or other data archives, to test
and “advance” criminological theories. These secondary data sources often have samples
from very different time periods (e.g., before Facebook, smartphones), raising questions
about the generalizability of findings, and outdated or crude measures of theoretical
constructs. As important, because they are existing, secondary survey data rarely include
variables capable of probing new policy issues in detail or testing new theoretical models.
Ironically, many commonly used secondary data sets derive from surveys with low response
rates (see above).

4. Lower External Validity of Findings

There are three routes to generalization in academic research: 1) theory, 2) sampling, and 3)
replication (Blair, Czaja, and Blair, 2013). Using response rate rules helps somewhat for
ensuring #2, but undermines #1 and #3. First, as noted above, original survey research is
often indispensable for efforts to test new theories or improve existing theories, but it is
prone to low response rates. In turn, rejecting studies with low response rates undermines
theory development. Second, replication rates are very low in our field—around 2%
(McNeeley and Warner, 2015). Currently, there is a movement in many disciplines to
encourage replications. Such an effort will fail in our field if scholars have to wait for a highly
funded survey, such as the GSS or ANES, that can at best approach a “minimally acceptable”
response rate to include the necessary survey questions.

Conclusion

We are not claiming that response rates are irrelevant or that their decline is of no
consequence. What is being proposed, however, is that criminologists, together with
researchers across disciplines who conduct surveys, should no longer rely on simplistic
response rate rules to evaluate the quality of research, including in the editorial process. The
available science suggests that low response rates—a condition that is increasingly likely to
mark most social science research—should not disqualify academic studies from publication.
In the least, criminologists should join in the ongoing research agenda to examine closely
sources of survey bias,including that contributed by levels of response rates.

We close by offering the following recommendations for reporting and evaluating
nonresponse in survey research. First, researchers should provide information about the
survey invitation process (e.g., stated sponsor, information provided to respondents about
topic) to help readers judge the likelihood that nonresponse may be associated with
substantive survey variables. For example, a survey explicitly sponsored by the National Rifle
Association (NRA) on attitudes toward gun control seems likely to have nonignorable
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nonresponse, as attitudes about guns, and thus views about the NRA, will likely drive
participation decisions. Second, where possible researchers should provide correlation
statistics between key study variables and survey nonresponse. Third, researchers should
anticipate larger nonresponse bias in estimates for variables that are strongly related to
individuals’ felt sense of civic obligation, which is known to influence survey participation
(Tourangeau, 2017). Fourth, editors and reviewers should view nonresponse bias as more of a
concern for studies seeking to estimate univariate prevalence estimates than for correlational
or “causal” research (Blair et al., 2015).

This article was reprinted from:
Pickett, J. T., Cullen, F. T., Bushway, S. D., Chiricos,, T.,  & Alpert, G. (2018). The response rate
test: Nonresponse bias and the future of survey research in criminology and criminal justice.
The Criminologist, 43(5), 7–11.
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AWARDS - Justin T. Pickett, Chair

Matthew J. Dolliver, The University of  Alabama

Omeed Ilchi, Purdue University Northwest

Angela Jones, Texas State University 

Robert Lytle, University of Arkansas at Little Rock

Kelly Socia, University of Massachusetts Lowell

COMMUNICATIONS - Leah C. Butler,
Chair

Cassandra Atkin-Plunk, Florida Atlantic 

                                              University

Colleen Berryessa, Rutgers University

Jaclyn Schildkraut, Regional Gun Violence   

                                      Research Consortium ,  

                                      Rockefeller Institute of 

                                      Government 

CONSTITUTION/BY-LAWS - Justin T.
Pickett, Chair

Madison Gerdes, Northeastern University

Ráchael Powers, University of South Florida

NOMINATIONS - Sean Patrick Roche,
Chair

Riane Bolin, Radford University

Erin Kearns, University of Nebraska at Omaha

Jodi Lane, University of Florida

Michelle Protas, University of Cincinnati

PUBLICATIONS - Francis T. Cullen, Chair

Karen Armenta Rojas, University of North 

                                           Dakota

Ashley Balavender, Rutgers University 

John Navarro, Sam Houston State University 

PROGRAM - Kevin H. Wozniak, Chair

Andrew Baranauskas, SUNY Brockport

Adam Dunbar, University of Nevada-Reno

Danielle Fenimore, Police Executive Research 

                                     Forum

Jason Silver, Rutgers University 

Meridith Spencer, Fisher College
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Join Us for the Second Annual
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