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What is an online panel?

• An online panel is a group of selected research 
participants who have agreed to provide 
information about their attitudes and 
behaviors over an extended period of time on 
a variety of different projects.  



Panel Members
• Are recruited into the panel randomly through 

telephone surveys or ABS (Gfk) or more likely 
by ads, friends, professors, etc. 

• Are essentially “panel” respondents even 
though they are not necessarily members of 
the same survey research design over time

• Therefore, they are members of discontinuous 
panels and subject to panel conditioning 
effects.



Panel Members

• Receive rewards for their participation in 
surveys (e.g. Airline points, gift certificates, t-
shirts, etc)

• The definition of a professional is a person 
who is paid to undertake a specialized set of 
tasks and complete them for a fee

• Therefore, panel members are professional 
respondents!



The online panel

• Represent the sample frame of potential respondents 
who can be recruited to participate in surveys.

• Online panel sample frames do not reflect the 
population under study, but are used to approximate a 
representative sample for any particular study through 
a variety of methods including
– Quotas
– Weighting
– Sample matching with a theoretically derived probability 

based sample
– A combination of these factors

• Online surveys are non probability based



Selection for Survey Invitation

• Panel respondents are recruited into studies 
based upon demographic characteristics 
surrounding the population of interest. 

• Panel respondents are invited to participate at 
different rates because of demand and supply 
curves related to panel membership and survey 
population requests

• Panel respondents accept invitations at different 
rates based upon unknown factors

• Panel respondents drop out or attrit from online 
panels at unknown rates and for unknown 
reasons



Theory

• Online panel surveys create a different 
incentive structure 
– The relationship between the professional 

respondent and the panel is one based upon 
economic exchange

– Traditional survey methods rely upon social 
exchange theory to motivate and engage the 
respondent

• Research repeatedly shows that changing 
individual motivations from intrinsic to 
extrinsic causes a decline in performance  
(“the hidden cost of reward”)



Why do we care?

• Motivation is important because Rs are 
expected to provide thoughtful and accurate 
answers providing high quality data for 
research.

• Motivation for rewards may lead to greater 
satisficing as opposed to optimizing answers



But, there are other implications from 
the survey environment

• Rs may be conditioned by being members of 
discontinuous panels.
– Learning effects

• Frequent topics might crystalize opinion or change 
opinion 

• Repeated surveys may highlight to Rs mismatches 
between attitudes and behavior, which may lead to 
attitude or behavior change to remove any cognitive 
dissonance

• Example of conditioning: Registered voters interviewed 
before election were more likely to vote than those 
who were contacted after election



Long term panel members

• May have a particular taste for politics or for 
doing surveys

• Therefore attrition may be an important factor 
in understanding differences in responses 
across panel tenure.

– Attrition is a broad problem of panel conditioning



Thinking about online panel respondents as professional 
survey respondents in discontinuous surveys leads us to 

ask:

1. Do longer term panel members have different 
characteristics or attributes than shorter term panel 
members?  

2. Do more experienced online panel members differ in 
their response patterns and level of engagement from 
less experienced online panel members?

3. Do online panel members differ from respondents 
selected in probability based sampling designs? 

4. What are the implications of using online panels for 
data quality and total survey error?



These are important questions 
because there are many online panels
• Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) 

– Administered by YouGov Polimetrix
– Members pay a fee to receive the common content 

and receive a section for their own research questions

• ANES 
– Knowledge Networks/Gfk

• 2008-09 ANES Panel Study
• 2010-2012 Evaluations of Government and Social Study
• ANES 2012 Time Series
• ANES 2013 Recontact study

• GSS



What’s a professional respondent?

• Example.



Knowledge Network (Now Gfk): ANES Evaluation 
of Government and Social Study Respondent 
response to “Thinking about this topic [gun 
related issue], do you have anything you want to 
share?”

“Do you happen to have ties to the University of 
Michigan Institute for Social Research? Your 
folksy question wording is very distinctive and 
very much reminds me of ISR. For the record, I 
like it.”



Previous research

• Has found little evidence of panel tenure 
affecting response patterns
– Research has been fairly a theoretical, however, by 

putting in a dummy for panel tenure and seeing if it 
affects the direction and magnitude of Rs attitudes 
and behavior
• But that assumes that panel tenure would move individual 

opinion in a single direction.  

– Therefore, we  consider the implications of our theory 
regarding panel conditioning effects to identify 
appropriate hypotheses



Hypotheses

• First hypothesis looks for indirect evidence of panel 
conditioning effects that survey Rs who take more surveys 
are inherently different from those who take less surveys.  
– H1a: Therefore, if we find evidence that demographic variables 

are related to panel tenure we have some initial evidence to 
support our theory.

• Rewards may also play a role in survey retention and survey 
acceptance 
– some panel members were provided with freeIinternet access in 

exchange for completing surveys in addition to the standard 
awards.

– Given our understanding of extrinsic awards this might reduce 
participation
• H1b: Therefore, panel members who receive Internet access for their 

participation will participate less frequently than panel members who 
do not receive Internet access.



Hypotheses Continued

• H2: Survey Duration – a learning effect

– As panel tenure increases, the time to 

complete a survey decreases.

• H3: Learning/knowledge/Sophistication

– As panel tenure increases political 

knowledge increases



Hypotheses continued

• Nondifferentiation: (AKA Straight-lining)

• Definition: Occurs when Rs fail to differentiate 
between the items with their answers by 
giving identical responses to all items using 
the same response scale; this is a very strong 
form of satisficing, in which Rs are unable or 
unwilling to go through the cognitive steps 
required to answer survey questions 



Example: Non differentiation



Hypotheses non differentiation

– H4: Online panel members are more likely to 
engage in greater levels of non-differentiation 
than respondents in probability based surveys 
regardless of survey mode .

– H5: Panel members with less tenure will engage 
in non-differentiation more than panel members 
with more tenure.



Data Sources
• 4 Surveys form the ANES 2010-12 Evaluations 

of Government and Social Study (EGSS)

• Administered by Knowledge Networks

• We combine 4 cross-sectional waves:
– October 8-19th, 2010

– May 11-June 1, 2011

– December 7 – 13, 2011

– February 18-23, 2012

• ANES 2008 Major panel and ANES Cumulative 
File



Research Design

• Although a research design might attempt to follow 
specific panel members over the long term to identify 
panel conditioning effects (Atkeson and Adams 2015), 
we suggest that is problematic in these types of studies 
because Rs are experiencing different types of surveys 
and responding to them at different rates.  
– Thus panel conditioning is not happening consistently 

across panel members

– Therefore, we cannot know the exact nature of any 
particular respondent’s experience,

– We measure it with the total number of surveys taken in 
the panel by the R at the time of the survey.



Good things about this measure

• We can compare Rs who have taken many 
surveys with those who have taken fewer survey.

• This is a measure that is potentially available in 
these types of designs to help researcher identify 
and control for discontinuous panel effects

• Also, it is continuous which allows us to consider 
panel conditioning effects without making a priori 
assumptions about how many completed surveys 
is required to be a professional respondent.



Main Independent Variable:
Panel Tenure

• Continuous, # of Surveys completed by R

– Provided by Knowledge Networks, so its reliability 
is high

– No more than 120 Rs in each version of EGGS with 
25 or less surveys,

– Mean is over 150, and maximum is over 700 in 
cross-section 1 and 2, and over 900 in 3 and 4



Panel Tenure in the EGSS



2012 ANES Time Series



2013 Recontact Study



Dependent Variables

• Panel Tenure: Number of surveys completed
• EGSS Duration: Length of time it took respondent 

to finish survey
• Political Knowledge -3 questions (know who 

controlled House, Senate, and job of Nancy 
Pelosi)

• Political Knowledge –know that Democrats are to 
the left of GOP 

• Non Differentiation – R sees ideology of 
Democratic Party, Republican Party and Self 
identical on a 7 point scale



Model Controls

• Age

• Gender

• Race: White 

• Education

• Household income

• Marital status

• Employments status

• Internet Access

• Party identification

• Political Interest

• EGGS Survey



Results: Survey Tenure



Results: Survey Duration



Results Described

• 5 minute decline in survey durations from the 
lowest number of surveys completed (2) to the 
highest number (926) of surveys completed
– 35.24 minutes to 29.95 minutes

• At the 10th (31 completes) and 90th (403 
completes) percentiles we see a decline of 2.14 
minutes 

• At the 25th (63 completes) and 75th (260 
completely) percentiles we see a decline of 1.14 
minutes



Predicted Probability Correctly perceiving 
that Dem Party is more liberal than GOP 



Results: Political Knowledge, 3 ?s



Non Differentiation

• Definition: when a respondent doesn’t 
differentiate between answers and chooses 
the same response for each item.

– Ideological self-placement (7-point scale)

– Ideological position of Democratic Party (7 point 
scale)

– Ideological position of Republican Party (7 point 
scale)



Non Differentiation



Data Quality Compared to 

Traditional Modes/Recruitment

2008 NES Cumulative 
NES

EGSS

Percentage Percentage Percentage

Differentiation 97 97 84

Non 
Differentiation

3 3 16

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0



Implications of Non-differentiation, 
low engagement

Support Tea 
Party

Past Econ 
Evaluation

Future Econ 
Evaluation

Presidential 
approval

Internal
Political 
Efficacy

.154 (p=.108) -.358*** -.477**** -.137 (NS) -.565***



Taste for Politics?

FTF Web

% Voting In Primary 26 38



Implications and normative issues

• Panel tenure may matter to data quality

• Greater satisficing is a potential threat in these surveys, 
which may increase total survey error

• People who are in panels longer may have a particular taste 
or knowledge for politics that may affect our understanding 
of political behavior and attitudes and relationships 
between variables

• The political sophistication results may be particularly 
troubling given its importance as a mediating and 
moderating variable for substantive questions.

• These data are used frequently for experiments, may want 
to balance groups on panel tenure in addition to 
demographics



Finally

• Our results raise questions about the growing use of 
these data, , but survey researchers make tradeoffs all 
the time between design and error, we just need to 
know more information about what the type of error is 
in these designs.

• Differences in ANES 2012 between the online panel 
and the FTF respondents are sometimes stark 

• In the recent just British Election and the 2014 
midterms polls generally didn’t do well at prediction. 

• Polls are in a crisis.





Implications and normative issues

• Professional respondents are individuals who 
participate in taking lots of surveys

• But what does it mean to be a professional?
– Definition:  A professional is a person who is paid to 

undertake a specialized set of tasks and complete 
them for a fee.  

– Professionals are also often subject to strict codes of 
conduct enshrining rigorous and ethical moral 
obligations

What are the implications that the incentives for 
participation have changed?



Could it be interest: DV Interest



Panel Conditioning: Threats to Data 
Validity?

• Learning about the survey process and topics

• Attitude crystallization

• Increased self-selection due to Respondent 
interest

• Changes in motivation and engagement, 
increased non-differentiation



Results: Non-differentiation



Summary of Findings

• Similar to previous research, we found no 
evidence of panel conditioning when 
examining the direction and magnitude of 
attitudinal variables.

• But found substantial evidence of panel 
conditioning when examining survey duration, 
non differentiation and that there is a 
distribution difference in political learning  



Dependent Variables Continued

• 8 political variables that were consistent 
across cross-sections 

– ideological self placement,

– ideological placement of Democratic Party

– Ideological placement of GOP 

– Retrospective Evaluation of Economy

– Prospective evaluation of Economy 

– Internal political efficacy 

– presidential approval

– support for the Tea Party



Results: Learning (Political 
Sophistication)



Professional Respondents

• Take many surveys

• In exchange 

• They may experience panel conditioning 
effects (broadly defined)



Research Question: Panel Conditioning

1. whether or not panel tenure is related to 
new opinions, different opinions, or more 
certain opinions presenting us with 
potentially biased data, not reflective of the 
true population means 

2. that the high frequency of surveying the 
same individuals and a revised incentive 
structure may increase the difficulty of 
keeping respondents motivated and engaged
reducing the overall quality of data 



More about Professional Respondents

• Online panel members are part of a large sampling 
frame of potential respondents who have agreed to be 
recruited into survey based upon their demographic 
characteristic through a method called matching
– Some panelists are invited to take more surveys than other 

sample members because of their demographics

– Other panel members agree to take surveys more or less 
often
• Thus, panel members within any particular study have different 

rates of exposure to surveys, some are “fresh” members of the 
panel, others are “seasoned” participants



Results: Standard Tests for Panel 
Conditioning show no effect

Table	2.	Estimates	for	the	Five	Common	Questions	Across	the	Four	EGSS	Surveys	

	

Retrospective	
Economic	
Evaluation	

Prospective	
Economic	
Evaluation	

Efficacy	 Obama	Approval	
Support	for	the	

Tea	Party	

	

Ordered	Logit	
b/se	

Ordered	Logit	
b/se	

Ordered	Logit	
b/se	

OLS	
b/se	

OLS	
b/se	

Panel	
Tenure	 -0.000	 -0.000	 0.000	 -0.000	 0.000	
Age	 0.000	 0.005*	 0.001	 0.002	 -0.005**	

Education	 0.179***	 0.185***	 0.118**	 0.177***	 -0.153***	

White	 -0.054	 -0.236**	 -0.626***	 -0.689***	 -0.110	

Female	 -0.121	 0.004	 0.135*	 0.104	 0.001	

HH	Income	 0.032**	 0.029**	 -0.007	 -0.005	 -0.015*	

Married	 -0.088	 -0.123	 -0.041	 -0.096	 0.066	

Employed	 0.146	 0.125	 0.065	 0.095	 -0.032	

Internet	 0.069	 0.131	 0.021	 -0.093	 -0.100	

Party	ID	7-Pnt	 0.276***	 0.251***	 0.031	 0.500***	 -0.328***	

Ideology	7-Pnt	 -0.164***	 -0.137***	 0.024	 -0.254***	 0.354***	

Interest	 -0.045	 -0.117**	 -0.598***	 0.003	 -0.018	

	 	 	 	 	 	
Adjusted	R2	

	 	 	
0.473	 0.379	

n	 4863	 4862	 4870	 4865	 4863	

Note:	*	<	0.05,	**	<	0.01,	***	<	0.001	
	
	


