
                                                                   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Scientific Case and Technical Description  



 2 

Contents   

1. Background .................................................................................2 

2. Summary .....................................................................................2                                                                 

3. Description...................................................................................3 

4. Why an ESS ERIC? ....................................................................4   

5. The ESS questionnaire................................................................5 

6. Added value for the European Research Area............................6 

7. Effective access to data, protocols and institutions.....................8 

8. Knowledge transfer and the mobility of researchers....................9 

9. Optimising dissemination and outreach.....................................10  

References.................................................................................11 

      Annex 1: Overview of ESS ERIC activities.....................................12                             

 

  



 3 

Scientific Case and Technical Description of the ESS ERIC 
 

1. Background 
The European Social Survey (ESS) owes a great deal to the substantial intellectual and 
practical contributions over nearly 15 years from many people and institutions throughout 
Europe. Its starting point was a decision by the European Science Foundation’s (ESF’s) 
Standing Committee on the Social Sciences to address what it saw as a lack of 
academically rigorous tools for measuring and monitoring changes in social attitudes and 
values across Europe. A variety of expert groups and high-powered committees was set 
up, many under the Chairmanship of Professor Max Kaase. These then combined to 
generate a Blueprint1 - co-authored by Max Kaase, Roger Jowell and John Smith – that 
reflected a wide collaboration between prominent academics from all over Europe and 
served as a master plan for the ESS which started in earnest in 2001 with funding via an 
EC Framework Programme budget. The ESS’s defining characteristic was and still is its 
high standard of rigour and professionalism (see www.europeansocialsurvey.org; ESS 
Round 6 Specification for Participating Countries).    
 
The ESS continues to rely critically on many dedicated scientists who serve on its Advisory 
Committees (such as its Scientific Advisory Board or its Methods Group) and its Working 
Panels (such as its Sampling Panel or its National Coordinators).  They provide not just 
expert advice but also their combined professional wisdom.  In the absence of these high 
level multinational contributions, the ESS could not have flourished as it has done. But at 
the heart of the ESS from the start has been its 7-nation Core Scientific Team2 whose 
cross-institutional collaboration over a decade has, we believe, shown the value of 
sustained academic collaborative endeavour to the European Research Area.  Their 
contribution was recognised in the award of the EU’s Descartes Prize in 2005 “for 
excellence in scientific collaborative research”. 
 

2. Summary 
Public attitudes matter in democratic societies. They reflect what citizens believe, want, 
fear and prefer. They are difficult to measure, are often unexpressed, and cannot be 
inferred from electoral choices alone. Nor can they be gleaned from media opinion polls 
which tend to give momentary and incomplete glimpses of attitude formation and change.                  
But long-term changes in the population’s attitude and value positions are as important to 
governance and social analysis as are shifts in a country’s (or a continent’s) demographic 
profile, economic outlook, behaviour patterns and cultural norms. Politicians, policy makers 
and academics all need to keep abreast of and understand such changes if they are to 
achieve a nuanced picture of their society. This is why the ESS exists. It is specifically 
designed to meet the exacting demands of academics, policy-makers and civil society 
alike for rigorous cross national data on social attitudes and behaviour. In its first decade 
the ESS has thus become a time-series of undisputed authority and utility.  

The ESS is fielded every two years in up to 35 countries.  All EU Member States apart 
from Malta have participated in the ESS, as have nine other countries outside the EU 
(Croatia, Kosovo, Iceland, Israel, Norway, Russia, Switzerland, Turkey and Ukraine).  The 

                                                 
1
 European Science Foundation Standing Committee of the Social Sciences (1999), The European 

Social Survey (ESS) – A Research Instrument for the Social Sciences in Europe, Strasbourg: ESF   
2
  The Core Scientific Team (CST) consists of 7 institutions in different countries, each represented 

by a lead scientist who is supported by other scientists in that institution. The lead scientists are: 
Rory Fitzgerald, ESS Coordinator - Acting (City University, London UK); Bjørn Henrichsen (NSD, 
Norway); Dr Angelika Scheuer (GESIS, Germany); Dr Ineke Stoop (Netherlands Institute for Social 
Research); Professor Geert Loosveldt (KUL, Belgium); Professor Willem Saris (UPF, Spain); 
Professor Brina Malnar (UL,  Slovenia).      

http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/
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funding and governance arrangements, including the Statutes, of the ESS ERIC have now 
been agreed by all signatories and are available for scrutiny. They conform to Regulation 
No. 723/2009 (Community Legal Framework for a European Research Infrastructure 
Consortium (ERIC)) so that the ESS ERIC - via its design, content, operational and 
dissemination activities - contribute to the attainment of the Europe 2020 policy goals.   

The level and nature of the ESS’s scientific collaboration will now be consolidated and 
enhanced as an ERIC. Free and immediate access to all its data and protocols will 
continue to be provided to an expanding set of users (almost 50,000 by August 2012).  Its 
scientific output will continue to increase from the present 2116 substantive publications, 
together with the 370 methodological publications and papers. Its face-to-face courses - 
already heavily oversubscribed by students and researchers - and its online courses will 
continue to be offered.  Already an exemplar of a world class research infrastructure 
serving a large and growing international social science and policy community, ERIC 
status will enable the ESS to expand its visibility, services and reach still further, thus 
informing democratic and academic exchanges within and beyond Europe.  
 

     3. Description  

Through the design, conduct and dissemination of long-term monitoring mechanisms, 
the ESS describes and explains long-run shifts in social attitudes, demographic profiles 
and the social, political and moral climate in Europe. At the same time it seeks to 
improve methods of social measurement so as to raise the quality of professional 
practice, strengthen the foundations of academic analysis and enable better-informed 
governance.  Thirty four self-funding countries across Europe have participated in at 
least one round of the time series and remain members of the ESS ‘family’, and the 
majority have funded and fielded all five rounds of its biennial national data collection. 

In the same period, analyses of ESS datasets and documentation by tens of thousands 
of users, mainly academics and policy analysts, have generated nearly 2486 
publications of which 85% are substantive and 15% methodological. These include just 
over 1000 journal articles and almost 500 books and book chapters. The ESS’s rigorous 
methods and approach to comparative social measurement have continued to win it 
near-universal academic praise.  

 
The objectives of the ESS Research Infrastructure are: 

 to chart stability and change in social structure, conditions and attitudes in Europe 
and to interpret how Europe’s social, political and moral fabric is changing 

 to achieve and spread higher standards of rigour in cross-national research in the 
social sciences, including for example, sampling, data collection, reduction of bias 
and the reliability of questions 

 to introduce soundly-based indicators of national progress, based on citizens’ 
perceptions and judgements of key aspects of their societies  

 to undertake and facilitate the training of European social researchers in 
comparative quantitative measurement and analysis 

 to improve the visibility and outreach of data on social change among academics, 
policy makers and the wider public 

 
Apart from the 30+ national funders that have provided financial support for the ESS, 
funding for its core activities has also come consistently from the EC and the ESF. Such 
fragile arrangements are, however, inherently unstable for a long-term time series which 
requires security of funding in order to plan its programme effectively.  A recent top-level 
independent review of the ESS commissioned collectively by its funders concluded 
unanimously that... 
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“...the importance of the ESS, its demonstrated success in its initial launch, and its 
clear signals of impact justify fully continuous funding at levels necessary to 
achieve its vision and maintain its quality” (Report of the Independent Review Panel of the 

ESS, 2008,  Chair Robert Groves, now Head of the US Bureau of the Census). 
 
The ESS ERIC Statutes and funding model will from now on provide a viable mechanism 
through which long-term support from participating countries may be transparently 
allocated over a sustained period.  The ERIC Statutes help to underscore the future 
national ownership of the ESS.  
 
The main body of this document outlines the scientific and policy contributions to be 
gained from the new ESS ERIC and in particular the added value it will bring to the 
European Research Area. Annex 1 then outlines the technical operations involved. But for 
a full description of the technical operations, including sampling and translation protocols, 
fieldwork management and allocation, quality control mechanisms and data submission 
arrangements, readers are referred to: 
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=77&Itemid=349.

3
 

 
We describe below not only the technical standards of the ESS, but also the key principles 
that define its standards, procedures and practices.  

 
     4.  Why an ESS ERIC?  
The initial establishment and development of the European Social Survey is documented 
not only in its initial Blueprint document, but also in Jowell et al (2007). Solid evidence of 
its subsequent consolidation as a time series is that by August 2011 it had archived data 
from around 200,000 face-to-face interviews spread over 30+ countries and was still 
growing. To expand the analysis potential of these data, the ESS archive at NSD Norway 
also contains detailed paradata relating not only to the survey data but also to the diverse 
national characteristics and circumstances of the nations covered by each biennial survey 
round. These background data help analysts take account of possible social, educational 
and structural influences on each country’s attitudinal and behavioural climate and they 
also serve to improve data quality more generally. 
 
The ESS was set up explicitly as a resource for analysing and responding to the grand 
social challenges facing Europe and the world on the grounds that policies to address 
these challenges clearly need to be ‘evidence-based’.  To this end, the ESS - as a time 
series devoted to charting social change in the early 21st century - provides an ideal 
mechanism for garnering such evidence. It also gives details of how the public in different 
countries respond to and interpret the circumstances that surround them - whether in 
relation to immigration, citizen participation, trust in institutions (including the police and 
courts), societal well-being, fear of crime, satisfaction with democracy, attitudes to welfare, 
ageism, social exclusion, family matters, etc. The ESS time series also acts as a 
benchmark against which other less rigorous surveys may be measured and compared, 
which is particularly important during times of financial strain when governments and other 
public bodies are facing pressure for less rigorous methods of gathering data. 
 
For example, analysis of ESS data by the scientific community has already led to the 
following findings:  

 

                                                 
3
 The detailed specifications are updated biennially.  
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 Despite fears to the contrary, higher social security spending does not diminish 
individual acts of social support. So the notion that the welfare state ‘crowds out’ 
social solidarity is not borne out by ESS findings (Van der Meer et al, 2008). 
 

 Scandinavian countries are top performers in terms of overall ‘well-being’.  In 
contrast, Central and Eastern European countries have the lowest average sense 
of well-being. But patterns vary between countries within the same broad category.  
Thus, while Austria and Switzerland have similar average levels of personal well-
being, individual variation in Switzerland is relatively small, and Austria is more 
polarized.  In Austria there are thus many more individuals at both the high and low 
ends of the scale than there are in Switzerland (Michaelson, 2009).  

 

 With ageing populations throughout Europe, women in almost all ESS countries 
are still much more concerned than men about their likely income level in 
retirement, with such concerns being most acute in many Eastern European 
countries (ESS 2006/ 7, Round 3).   

 

 ESS findings have revealed a training gap across Europe. While in the Nordic 
countries, Switzerland and Austria nearly one half of working adults had upgraded 
their skills or knowledge in the previous year, only 30 - 40% of employees in most 
other western European countries had done so.  Still worse off were countries in 
Eastern and Southern Europe, where fewer than a quarter of employed adults had 
received any training in the last 12 months (ESS 2006/7, Round 3). 
 

 Despite a widespread belief that trust in politicians in Europe is falling rapidly, ESS 
data suggest that the speed of decline is greatly exaggerated.  Instead they show 
that the decline is much slower than assumed and that in many countries it has 
ceased altogether (Zmerli, 2008). 

 

 ESS data also reveal that public attitudes to immigration are closely linked to 
people’s educational backgrounds.  Those with less formal education are more 
likely to oppose all immigration, even of higher level workers who do not seem to 
pose a direct threat to their own jobs. And the opposite applies to more educated or 
qualified respondents who are more sympathetic to all immigrants – even those 
who do seem to be in direct competition for jobs in their sphere (Meuleman et al, 
2008, Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2007).  
 

 ESS evidence finds widespread public acceptance of ‘non-traditional’ family 
arrangements, such as having a child outside marriage. Disapproving attitudes are 
at their highest in less well-off countries, those which are more religious, and those 
in which divorce rates and female participation in the labour force are lower. In 
sum, disapproval is lowest in the Nordic countries and highest in post-communist 
countries (Harrison and Fitzgerald, 2010).  There is also a tendency for younger 
people in all countries to hold more permissive views about homosexuality.  
 

Although these are merely brief glimpses of the purchase that ESS data can provide for 
social analysis in Europe, they demonstrate the potential influence on social policy that a 
moving picture such as the ESS provides, which enables analysts to look at changes in 
the social climate rather than at mere changes in the weather. To do this requires long-
term planning and therefore long-term funding.  Until now the ESS has been particularly 
fortunate in avoiding discontinuities in its funding despite having had to rely on some 35 
discrete decisions at national or multinational level before each of its five biennial rounds 
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to date.  Even so, a serious time series requires stability of support and an ability to make 
long-term plans for data collection and analysis.  
 
       5. The ESS Questionnaire 
The ESS questionnaire takes around an hour to administer and consists of three main 
components: a core questionnaire and at least two rotating modules per round. Core 
questions are repeated at each round while rotating questions may or may not be 
replicated in due course. A supplementary questionnaire at each round is devoted to 
assessing the quality of questions and scales. The rotating modules are selected by the 
Scientific Advisory Board after a Europe-wide Call for Proposals, after which the selected 
teams work closely with the CST in their instrument development. 

 
ESS core and rotating modules: question topics  
 
Core topics Rotating modules  

Public trust in government, politicians and  
other major institutions  
Political interest and participation 
Socio-political orientations 
Issues of governance and efficacy at the  
national and international level 

Round 1 
Citizenship, involvement and democracy 
Immigration 

Round 2 
Family, Work & Well-Being 
Opinions on Health & Care Seeking 
Economic Morality in Europe: Market Society & 
Citizenship 

Round 3 
Personal & Social Well-being: Creating indicators 
for a flourishing Europe 
The Timing of Life: The organisation of the life 
course in Europe 

Round 4 
Experiences and Expressions of Ageism 
Welfare attitudes in a changing Europe 

Round 5 
Family, Work & Well-Being (see Round 2) 
Trust in Criminal Justice 

Round 6 
Personal & Social Well-being (see Round 3) 
Understanding and evaluating democracy 

 

Underlying moral, political and social values 
Social inclusion and exclusion 
Perceived threat from terrorism 
Fear of crime 
National, ethnic and religious allegiances  
Well-being, health and security 

Demographic composition – age, sex, marital  
status, etc  
Education and occupational background  
Financial circumstances 
Household circumstances  

 
An ESS ERIC will ensure from now on that the ESS’s substantive contribution to the 
European Research Area has the ownership, resources and stability necessary to sustain 
its ambitions and potential. 

 
     6.  Added value for the European Research Area 
The ESS has always contributed substantially to quantitative social measurement via its 
design, operations and outreach.  Its comparative strengths are demonstrated in analyses 
which uncover country differences or similarities in respect of the same variables. But 
perhaps the most important contribution to science is its use of state of the art or 
innovative methods to measure round by round continuity and change across multiple 
countries.  In addition, the ESS conducts its own varied programme of methodological 
research which it disseminates throughout the research community and also uses to 
improve its own practices.  Indeed, a core principle of the ESS is to improve its standards 
round by round. As in all high quality time series, the ESS tries to achieve an appropriate 
balance between innovation and replication.    
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The ESS has been judged as a world leader in methodological rigour: 
 

“The European Social Survey has achieved world renown in the social sciences as 
a uniquely successful cutting edge multi-national scientific initiative….It has 
improved standards of methodological rigour and transparency: raising 
international standards of fieldwork, questionnaire design and sampling for other 
European social surveys and market research, especially in countries which lack 
accumulated expertise in survey research.  It has strengthened European 
cooperation and shares its multidisciplinary knowledge within the global scientific 
community” (Report of the ESS Review Panel, 2008; Chair, Robert Groves, now 
Head of the US Census Bureau) 

 
The high standards which the ESS adheres to are also disseminated through its training 
programme which embraces both on-line and conventional course delivery. The aim of 
these courses is to promote significant improvements in the field at a national, European 
and international level and there is growing evidence that these objectives are being 
achieved. For instance, not only are the ESS’s face-to-face courses increasingly over-
subscribed, but other well known national and cross-national surveys are adopting 
methodological and substantive aspects of the ESS.  In particular, the ESS’s insistence on 
strict probability sampling aimed at securing equivalent ‘effective’ samples in each 
participating country is significantly influencing practice in other surveys which had 
previously regarded such rigorous methodology as being out of reach. The European 
Values Studies time series for instance has asked Professor Jaak Billiet – a prominent 
former member of the ESS Core Scientific Team (CST) – to share ESS methodology with 
them with a view to their adoption of improved practice in future rounds. Similarly, the ESS 
translation protocols have heralded a shift away from traditional back- translation methods 
to a committee-based approach that relies on multiple actors. Meanwhile, the ESS 
questionnaire design and measurement assessment procedures are unrivalled in the field, 
drawing not only on cutting edge cross-national cognitive interviewing but also on detailed 
quantitative assessments of question reliability and validity. Most recently the celebrated 
US General Social Survey has decided to adopt the ESS’s 21-item Human Values Scale in 
its own time series as a way of generating cross-continental comparative substantive data.   
 
In other respects too, the ESS is spreading innovative standards.  For instance, its 
programme of events reporting has been widely welcomed as a means of taking context 
into account in the analysis of findings. A record of all major events in each country during 
the fieldwork period is compiled and archived alongside the data from each round to offer 
analysts contextual explanations of changes from one round to another or differences 
between one country and another.  In a similar vein, the ESS has a specific programme to 
monitor the level of nonresponse and bias in relation to factors such as contact procedures 
and interviewer behaviour. Further evidence of the ESS’s cutting edge practices is to be 
found in its data archiving procedures which have established rigorous requirements for 
the deposit and dissemination of anonymised survey data.  
 
By the same token, the ESS’s system of selecting its question module design teams has 
accommodated bottom-up elements into what have traditionally been largely top-down 
enterprises.  ESS practice in this regard ensures the injection of multinational and 
multidisciplinary inputs into its key measurement strategies at each round.  
 
The ESS ERIC will increase the influence of participating countries (Member States, 
Associated Countries and Third Countries) in its governance arrangements embracing 
their full participation in its General Assembly and National Coordinators Forum.  These 
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elements, bolstered by a wide and ambitious range of access and knowledge transfer 
activities will, we believe, replenish and enrich the European Research Area.  
 
While the ESS’s Specification for Participating Countries has been refined at each 
successive survey round, its emphasis has steadfastly remained on equivalent rigour in all 
countries, combined with controlled experimental work to ensure that existing 
methodological practices do not last longer than they should. So for instance, existing 
experimental work on mixed mode data collection will continue with a view to introducing 
modifications to exclusive face-to-face methods as soon as they can prudently be adopted. 
At the same time, further analysis and experimentation vis-à-vis nonresponse bias will lead 
to improvements in identifying, minimising and correcting for this source of error.  
 
Response rates across ESS countries have differed significantly with many countries 
struggling to achieve the ambitious target ESS response rate of 70%.  Declining response 
rates are also acknowledged as a problem in survey research more generally. The CST 
has therefore established an expert working party to consider whether this 70% target 
should be replaced instead by focused efforts that lead to greater fieldwork effort on cases 
likely to be more difficult to contact or which are less likely to respond. Such a move would 
be complemented by greater attention on the quality of achieved samples after fieldwork. 
Such a responsive fieldwork design will ensure the ESS is in tandem with the latest 
developments in this area which are currently led by researchers from the US. The ESS 
ERIC work programme will continue to ensure that the ESS remains at the forefront of 
such methodological experimentation and innovation. Synergies with the ESS 
development work on mixed mode data collection will be fully exploited.  
 

      7.  Effective Access to data, protocols and institutions 
In order to make its data, methods and protocols readily available to as wide an audience 
in the ERA as possible, the ESS has always offered immediate and fully open access 
arrangements. Thus the data, instruments and instructions are made freely available to all 
simultaneously with no early access for anyone (including members of the CST 
institutions). Unfettered accessibility to academics, professional users, policy makers and 
the public, whether on-line or through a series of publications, remains a hallmark of the 
ESS’s philosophy. We are glad to say that this practice is at last becoming more dominant 
in the social sciences as other research programmes begin to adopt similar standards of 
transparency and access.  

 
Transparency of ESS results and methodology is actively pursued throughout the survey 
life-cycle. So the ESS leads the field in removing barriers between data producers and 
data users and, through its data archive, plays an active role in the Data Documentation 
Initiative.  The ESS website is the portal through which researchers access both 
documentation and data.  Data access is further aided by the option to use an on-line data 
analysis tool (NESSTAR) or construct and download bespoke datasets through the 
cumulative data wizard according to user preferences.  
 
The range of data, metadata and paradata available within the ESS archive equips 
analysts with all the tools they need to assess possible methodological impacts on the 
substantive data.  Thus, users have immediate access to questionnaires in all languages, 
questionnaire design documentation, response process data, sampling design data files, 
question quality assessment files, data documentation reports and fieldwork documents in 
all languages. In addition the ESS is now to launch its multi-level contextual database, 
which will bring country-level contextual data directly alongside individual-level ESS data 
and will thus enhance the analytical power of ESS data. 
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Prior to releasing the data the ESS archive, currently housed within Norwegian Social 
Science Data Services, undertakes a detailed quality assessment of the data deposited by 
participating countries prior to its release.  A range of automated and manual checks are 
performed followed by consultation with national teams as required. The archive also 
performs a ‘curation’ function updating the data sets as required and preserving them 
safely for the analysts of the future.  
 
ESS Registered Data Users (per Year) 2004-2012 

 
 
By August 2012 almost 50,000 individuals had signed up to access ESS data, with an 
average of over 225 new registrations per month during 2012. Most of these users  
(n=32, 054) actively engaged with the data via either online analyses or downloads, while 
other registered users (n=17, 591) accessed the numerous protocols and reports.  The 
users include academics, government and non-governmental organisations, think tanks, 
journalists, students and private individuals.  
 
The ESS is centrally managed and designed, its data deposits and quality assurance 
being coordinated currently by teams within seven leading institutions across Europe (in 
Germany, Norway, Belgium, Spain, Slovenia, The Netherlands and the United Kingdom), 
which collectively constitute the CST. They in turn rely on the engagement of researchers 
and other personnel within participating nations to translate the central designs into a 
workable cross-national product.  As noted, they also rely on a network of expert 
international advisory groups to guide their work.  Access to the CST institutions as ‘survey 
competence centres’ are offered to visitors, providing direct exposure to core activities. 
Open calls for European visitors, selected following peer review, are made each year.    
 
The ambition of ESS ERIC is to secure long-term access to high quality data for future 
generations of researchers and policymakers. The direct involvement of national 
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governments in the ESS ERIC governance arrangements will consolidate maximum use of 
the data and provide a direct link to the policy process. 

 
       8.  Knowledge transfer and the mobility of researchers  
The ESS supports the mobility of knowledge and researchers within and beyond the ERA 
by producing materials and systematically engaging with researchers at all stages of their 
careers in order to advance quantitative excellence in the social sciences. By virtue of its 
open access, the data, methods and documentation at the core of the ESS infrastructure 
have already had an important impact on the field. Thus policy makers wishing, for 
instance, to enquire into levels of trust in democratic institutions in their own country in 
comparison with others, may do so simply by using the on-line access to the ESS website 
and then either conducting simple on-line analyses or downloading a part of the data set 
for subsequent statistical analysis.  By the same token, a researcher wishing to acquire 
guidance on the organisation and coordination of question translation, sampling 
procedures or data delivery may freely consult and engage with ESS protocols.   
 
Unlike in many natural science infrastructures, knowledge transfer in the social sciences 
does not tend to be achieved mainly through the physical attendance of researchers at 
infrastructure locations. Instead, it is usually achieved via remote access to holdings of 
data and paradata with the support of help-lines to deal with specific questions. But there 
are also other ways in which the ESS contributes to knowledge transfer. ESS National 
Coordinators (NCs) play a key role in this regard. Through their attendance at ESS plenary 
meetings and more general engagement with the project, NCs not only help to set the 
agenda for such work, but also act as conduits for the communication and demonstration 
of best practice in social science measurement.  So the 35 ESS National Coordinators not 
only ‘receive’ knowledge through their involvement in the project but also disseminate 
knowledge of the ESS standards and protocols to others in their field. This process too is a 
clear example of the European Research Area at work.  
 
Thus, iterative learning and knowledge exchange form an essential component of the 
ESS’s philosophy, combining top-down management elements with bottom-up design 
elements and influence.  As a result, probability sampling is now being used for the first 
time in certain countries for this type of research, response rates are surpassing those of 
similar studies and in certain cases are increasing over time, and new standards of 
translation, response rate enhancement, bias reduction and transparency are becoming 
commonplace in a field that has hitherto left a lot to be desired. Such influence on 
standards is achieved through regular meetings of National Coordinators and field 
directors as well as through Quality Enhancement meetings at which ESS methods are 
subject to specialist scrutiny and new ideas are examined by expert commentators.  
 
As noted, other longstanding multicultural studies are now adopting ESS best practices. 
The European Quality of Life Survey, for instance, recently conducted a methodological 
review which compared the first round of the EQLS with the European Social Survey 
(ESS) in terms of sampling, fieldwork, questionnaire and data set. The review explicitly 
cited the ESS as the standard against which to compare their own survey (Kohler et al, 
2006). Similarly, the Survey of Health, Age and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) has 
acknowledged ESS methods as one of its key influences.  Members of the CST have also 
been invited to advise the Eurobarometers and are closely involved in running the ISSP. 
Meanwhile, questions designed for the ESS rotating module on attitudes towards welfare 
are set to be included in Eurostat’s EU-SILC study while the ESS Trust in the Police and 
Courts module will form the basis of many future Euro Justice indicators. ESS questions 
on citizenship have appeared in a major US study on the same topic and, as noted, it 
seems likely that the ESS version of the Schwartz Human Values Scale will appear in the 
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next wave of the US General Social Survey. Meanwhile, the ESS also continues to offer 
dedicated training workshops for advanced and early-stage researchers (ESSTrain). In 
short, the ESS is increasingly becoming an acknowledged international leader in its field. 
 
As part of its aim to bolster knowledge transfer and mobility, a single ESS ERIC website is 
actively in preparation to replace the two websites now operating. This will facilitate not 
only simpler access for data users but will also speed up the introduction of an e-
infrastructure for key ESS ERIC stakeholders, including General Assembly members, the 
CST, National Coordinators and so on. The role of NCs will be soon be formalised through 
the establishment of an NC Forum which will also have formal representation on the CST 
and the General Assembly, thus helping to ensure greater NC involvement in ESS design 
and implementation.  Meanwhile, as a means of ensuring that the ESS’s cutting edge 
methods continue to influence wider practice, we feel it is important to dedicate part of the 
ESS ERIC budget to continuing technical development in areas such as nonresponse 
bias, sampling methods, mixed mode data collection, optimal interviewer practices, 
attitudinal indicators and question quality.  
 

      9.  Optimising dissemination and outreach  

The ESS has ceaselessly tried to optimise its use by the scientific and policy communities 
through its widespread dissemination of its data, methods and protocols. Meanwhile the 
potential needs of extra-scientific community groups, as well as of the public at large, are 
being addressed through other activities aimed at wider audiences. Examples are press 
reports, public lectures and workshops, and booklets of digested findings aimed at non-
specialist groups. These activities and associated outputs seek to directly engage with 
various communities beyond the academic community, supporting access to ESS data in 
user-appropriate ways.  The ESS website is being progressively developed to support 
such engagement. The ESS will continue to directly engage with the policy community at 
EU level though its policy seminar series which has been piloted in 2012.  It will support 
engagement with national policy concerns through supporting the presentation of national 
data in European context through its recently launched topline results series.  This series 
presents ESS data (by Round and over time) in readily digestible form to support 
dissemination of results. The first of this series presented topline results from the attitudes 
to the police and the courts module included in Round 5 and this publication was followed 
by the first in the ESS Policy Seminar series which also focused on the Trust in Justice 
module.  Further issues in the ESS Topline Results are in progress and a programme of 
policy seminars will be implemented as resources allow. 
 
The progressive embedding of the ESS science communication strategy across the 
research infrastructure is developmental in nature, responsive to the changing needs of 
the diverse user communities. 
 
The ESS Research Infrastructure continues to contribute actively to the attainment of key 
EU and associated national policies, such as Europe 2020.  It also adopts the goals of the 
Innovation Union Flagship Initiative in relation to societal challenges, delivery of the ERA 
and the involvement of key stakeholders in the research and innovation process.  In 
summary, it tries to achieve these aims in two ways: 
 

(i) the provision and publication of time series data on social attitudes and 
behaviour patterns which have the potential to inform public policies and 
academic debate on aspects of socio-economic performance; and  

(ii)  Free access by journalists think tanks and the public to ESS outputs, thus 
underlining the substantial returns from national and international 
investments in collaborative undertakings of this kind.  
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The ESS’s contribution to European research has also been recognised in an evaluation 
by the EC of the impact of the Framework Programme on the formation of the ERA in 
Social Science and the Humanities. The report states that while “the [SSH] programme 
supported important data-related research infrastructures through dedicated projects…of 
these, the European Social Survey stands out not only for its quality and usefulness…”  
(Evaluation of the impact of the Framework Programme on the formation of the ERA in 
Social Science and the Humanities, 2010:8). 
 
The ESS undertakes a large number of activities to disseminate and optimise its results 
across the European and global scientific community.  For instance, it has become a prime 
focus of interest at many major scientific conferences such as the biennial European 
Survey Research Association conference (ESRA) and the Comparative Survey Design 
and Implementation workshop (CSDI).  ESS research is also represented at substantive 
academic meetings and conferences across the European Research Area.   It is hoped too 
that the ESS Conference which will be held during the Cyprus Presidency of the EU will 
become a regular event, organised on a 4 year cycle. 
 
In respect of publications, it is notable that almost 2116 substantive publications based on 
the ESS, as well as 370 methodological articles and papers, have already appeared in the 
cited literature4. Of these, 1011 are journal articles published in almost 200 different 
journals. There was a steady growth in the number of publications with ESS data usage 
between 2003 and 2009, with 25 of them detected in 2003 and 452 in 2009. After that 
point the count stablised at around 450 cases annually, as do counts for most publication 
types: 30-40 for conference papers, 70-for 80 working papers, 70-90 for books and 
chapters. Journal articles are the exception here. Their count continues to climb, going 
from 8 in 2003 to 232 in 2011. This clearly reflects high academic value of peer-reviewed 
journal articles and their citations in research evaluation exercises and grant competitions. 
As a consequence, the share of journal articles in the overall pool of ESS publications has 
been rising constantly during the observed period, while other categories remain steady, or 
their share is decreasing.  
 
Access to ESS data and metadata will continue to be freely and easily available to all 
potential users, regardless of their location.  The only entrance requirement to the ESS 
data is an undemanding registration. Similarly, an on-line ESS bibliography is now 
flourishing and will continue to offer users the opportunity to promote their own 
publications and to review others using the same vehicle. The ESS EduNet which offers 
online training will also continue to be available to all as a means of learning about the 
ESS’s analytical potential.  
 
Meanwhile ESS ERIC will step up its activities to ensure that dissemination receives the 
priority it deserves.  Thus the longer horizons of the ERIC will permit appropriate long-term 
planning of dissemination activities, providing direct links to national agencies and 
aggregate data.  

                                                 
4
 Figures based on Google scholar search March -August 2012. 
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ANNEX 1  Overview of ESS ERIC Activities 
 
The following core activities are necessary for the operation of the Research Infrastructure. The EC defines  a ‘research infrastructure’ as 
the  “… facilities, resources and related services that are used by the scientific community to conduct top-level research in their respective 
fields and covers major scientific equipment or sets of instruments; knowledge -based resources such as collections, archives or structures 
for scientific information; enabling Information and Communications Technology-based infrastructures such as Grid, computing, software 
and communication, or any other entity of a unique nature essential to achieve excellence in research”5. All of the activities in Table 2 below 
will allow social scientists across Europe to conduct top-level research in the wide range of fields covered by the ESS and will ensure that 
the ESS continues to produce, promote and facilitate excellence in comparative research. 

 
Table 2. Workpackage descriptions for ESS ERIC Core Scientific Activities 
 
WP1. Management of 
the ERIC 

Overall infrastructure management & coordination, scientific programme development and negotiation, timetable compliance, 
CST meetings, reporting and financial management. Meetings and secretariat functions of the ERIC General Assembly and 
Finance Committee. Legal contracting with CST institutions6. Overall management of the e-infrastructure (see also WP9) 

WP2. Survey design 
and national 
implementation 

Survey Specification for successive rounds of the ESS, in each case developed after review of previous rounds and consultation 
with NCs and other stakeholders. Overall design and control of all related ESS protocols (from translation to fieldwork to data 
delivery) to ensure cross-national equivalence. Continuing contact with participating countries to maximise participation in the ESS 
ERIC and to ensure compliance with the specifications.  

WP3. Sampling,  
fieldwork design and 
monitoring, media 
claims reporting 

Design and development of the ESS sampling specifications. Detailed work with participating countries to ensure adherence to 
detailed ESS requirements. Production of design weights to correct for unequal selection probabilities. Budget includes meetings 
of the Sampling Panel and staff time for experts not housed in CST institutions.  
Detailed fieldwork planning for each full survey round in line with the updated on-line fieldwork checklist and all related  
specifications. Includes contractual advice and assistance in relation to appointment of survey houses and the subsequent 
fieldwork monitoring in all countries. 
Media claims reporting: round by round coordination of each country’s media coverage monitoring during fieldwork, thus 
providing national (and cross-national) context information to be linked to the analysis of relevant data. 

                                                 
5
 Regulation No 723/2009 [Community Legal Framework for a European Research Infrastructure Consortium] 

6
 A small legal budget is included in the indicative budget. 
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WP4. Questionnaire 
design and 
translation 

Questionnaire design including updating of core items as required and the round by round design of the rotating modules in 
collaboration with question module design teams.  Includes extensive pre-testing, piloting and translation tasks. Budget includes 
subcontracted fieldwork for pre-testing and piloting.  
Development and refinement of translation guidelines for each survey round based on prior rounds and methodological work. 
Support to national teams on overall process and on detailed questionnaire implementation. Budget includes meeting of the ESS 
translation expert group, advance translation and external verification of different language versions prior to fieldwork.  

WP5. Quality control 
and management 

Overseeing and managing quality standards across the ESS network, including:  
National Coordinator Forum – plenary meetings of NCs from all countries to deal with implementation issues and future 
directions. The budget includes travel costs for NCs to attend meetings.  
Meetings of the ESS Methods Group – which oversees and advises on technical issues and innovation. The budget includes 
travel costs for MG members to attend meetings.  
Quality Enhancement meetings/working groups – bringing together external experts with the CST to resolve key 
methodological and substantive issues to do with the implementation of ESS fieldwork, production procedures  and analyses. 
Budget includes travel and standard consultancy costs for external experts.  

WP6. Outreach, 
training, and visits to 
CST institutions 

Outreach to academic and non-academic users and potential users of the ESS, including publication of top line findings, 
publication of findings booklets, encouragement of academic publications and policy seminars, and user consultation prior to 
refinement and testing of attitudinal indicators. The budget includes an amount for printing and event hosting costs.  
Programme of academic cooperation and training, including in-person training courses (ESSTrain), on-line training courses in 
research analysis techniques (EduNet), and personal visits from researchers to CST Survey Competence Centres. The budget 
provides limited travel and subsistence costs for participants.  
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WP7. Mixed mode 
technical 
preparations and 
questionnaire 
innovation 

On the advice of the ESS Scientific Advisory Board, a programme of centrally coordinated within-country experiments will be  
undertaken to help facilitate the introduction of mixed mode interviewing in future rounds of the ESS.  The budget includes 
provision for the co-funding of different modes of fieldwork alongside ESS main stage fieldwork in participating countries.  
Programme of innovative core questionnaire development, including pre-testing and analysis to ensure the continued 
robustness of core questions and, where appropriate, their replacement by robust new ones. Includes a budget for subcontracted 
fieldwork in a number of ESS participating countries via commercial polling agencies. 

WP8. Questionnaire 
reliability, validity and 
quality indicators  

The provision of a comprehensive database showing validity, reliability and overall quality of ESS questions based on the results 
of the ESS MTMM programme. The database will be available to data users based on all language versions of the questionnaire. 
The database will provide users with correction factors which are recommended for use in analysis in order to minimise cross-
country differences in measurement quality.  

WP9. Archiving, data 
access and e-
infrastructure 

Archiving of each round of ESS data and meta data in accordance with stringent updated data protocols.  Extensive interaction 
with all ESS national teams as well as with sampling, response rate and questionnaire specialists 
Long term curation of multiple rounds of ESS data including bespoke data production facilities. Developing and populating the 
ESS contextual database.  
Operation of the e-infrastructure, including development of a single ESS website facilitating free and immediate access to ESS 
protocols, data and contextual information.  Also included is the operation of the internal e-infrastructure which facilitates collective 
work benches and collaboration tools.   

WP10. Avoidance, 
estimation and 
correction of non- 
sampling errors 

Developing and implementing strategies for avoiding non-sampling errors across ESS countries, whether from non coverage, 
interviewer effects, translation difficulties or low response rates.  Where bias is still evident, devising and employing strategies for 
mitigating the problems (eg through post-stratification or model-based adjustment). This work needs to be kept continually 
under review.  
 

 


