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1. Introduction  

In the fifth round of the European Social Survey a number of improvements were introduced after 

the finalisation of the Project Specification. For the sixth round, these measures have been included 

as part of the Specification. This document provides background information on why these measures 

were introduced for round 5 and retained for round 6. 

 

2. Measuring the media landscape (see section 4.3 in the ESS Round 6 Project 

Specification) 

 

All survey responses can be affected by timing and context, but certain types of attitudinal data are 

particularly prone to such effects. From the start ESS has been alive to the potential for fieldwork to 

be materially affected by an election, industrial or political unrest, or even a natural disaster. 

Sometimes a major event may occur in the middle of the fieldwork period, in which case responses 

before and after the event can be compared. Beginning in round 1 the CCT requested that NCs 

compile a list of the main events that took place during the fieldwork, using a format specified by the 

CCT. These returns were stored and later consolidated into an event data bank that covers multiple 

rounds and is searchable by country and by topic area. 

This is a valuable resource for any user who wants to know what was going on in particular countries, 

i.e. the ones where NCs provided the most material. However, the utility of the events data for 

comparative analysis is limited by a number of shortcomings. Firstly the amount of effort has been 
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uneven across countries in terms of the quantity and detail of the events recorded. Secondly, the 

guidelines provided by the CCT proved to be too weak to ensure full standardisation of the input data 

or harmonisation of the resulting output. Thirdly the choice of events for inclusion in the database 

still relies too much on subjective judgement. And finally, similar events (a political scandal, a 

financial crisis) can have quite different effects on national attitudes depending on the national 

evaluation of and value attribution to these events. 

As a result the instrument has definitely usability within each country but not as a comparative 

instrument. 

The CCT has three options: 

a) Continue with the existing system of event recording 

b) Withdraw from recording event data and direct users to existing sources of published 

contextual information  

c) Seek to improve the methodology 

We believe that the current approach is no longer providing data of sufficient quality to justify 

continuing. Equally, the ‘do nothing’ option, b) is problematic. While the Lexis-Nexis database is a 

formidable resource, its reach is not comprehensive, and does not incorporate translation into 

English – users would need to be fluent in the relevant languages for the countries they were 

studying. The material would not come pre-coded or categorised in any way; analysts would need to 

read all the text through. Selection of ‘events’ would still be subjective – indeed in the absence of 

central guidance it would be likely to be even more arbitrary. 

For all these reasons the CCT favours a third option c) which returns to the original spirit of ‘events’ 

as contextual data. The new approach focuses not on exceptional ‘events’ but on the broader media 

landscape underlying national fieldwork. The unit for recording is no longer an event, or the report of 

an event, but a ‘political claim’, a well-established concept in political science and communications. 

This approach will reduce subjectivity and increase comparability. It will reduce burden because 

countries will only be asked to code claims that relate directly to topics covered in the ESS 

questionnaire. Claims can not only be categorised but ‘scored’ in terms of the strength and direction 

of their predicted effect on response. This results in a data file that can be used alongside the main 

data set. The approach is better defined and it is easier therefore to estimate the time required to 

code data, and therefore to cost the exercise. An initial experiment during Round 5, involving a small 

group of national coordinators, has demonstrated the feasibility of the approach and suggested 

refinements to streamline the process for use in future rounds of fieldwork. 

 

3. Translation verification (see section 5.3 in the ESS Round 6 Project Specification) 

 

In round 5 of the ESS, translation verification was applied for the first time. It has now been decided 

to repeat this exercise for round 6.  
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The verifiers made many helpful comments in the national translations, and analysing the final 

national ESS round 5 questionnaires received so far, we found that many of these comments have 

been incorporated in the final ESS5 questionnaires. However, the general feedback from national 

teams on the verification process varied. Therefore we would like to highlight some of the points why 

we think it is useful repeating translation verification in ESS6.  

Additional translation quality check to be integrated into the TRAPD method in order to improve 

overall ESS translation quality 

What we have in place in order to guarantee the ESS translation quality is the TRAPD method. In 

addition to this, verification has been introduced in round 5 in order to have an additional translation 

quality check before finalising the questionnaire translations. The fact that all translations are 

verified by an internationally acknowledged external partner acting as a third eye contributes to 

improving the overall ESS translation process and to documenting the high methodological and 

quality standards followed within the ESS.  

Enhancing cross-national comparability by harmonizing translations across all countries 

The ESS translation team has no capacities for checking all language versions translated in the ESS; 

only a multilingual external organism consisting of native speakers of all language versions can 

provide us with a somewhat systematic homogeneous overview of all translated language versions. 

All verifiers receive the same background information and training and they all work on the basis of 

identical instructions and quality criteria. Their comments, thus, follow the same line and help 

improve comparability and harmonization between countries.  

Controlling the burden for the NCs 

We know that in round 5, the verification process meant an additional burden for the National 

Coordinators and we want to reduce this as far as possible. In round 6 again, only a limited number 

of items will be subject to verification. Furthermore, the time schedule will be extended in ESS round 

6 so there will be more time for the verification process. .  

In addition, use of the TVFF will not be mandatory. In round 6, countries will be able to choose the 

format in which to receive the verification comments: for those countries who liked working in the 

TVFF, this can of course be kept; however countries can also receive the verification comments in 

other formats, e.g. using track changes in word files.  

 

4. SQP Coding (see section 5.3 in the ESS Round 6 Project Specification) 

 

Accumulated evidence in methodological survey research has shown that quality of the items 

depends on characteristics of questions and response scales (Saris and Gallhofer (2007)). If there are 

differences in the form of the questions across countries, the quality of the questions can be very 

different. Consequently comparison of means, correlations and regression coefficients across 

countries is impossible. 

In the ESS we have seen that quality of the questions can be very different across countries when 

formal characteristics vary. An astonishing example was observed in Round 2. The quality for one 

issue was .9 in Estonia and .6 in Finland. Assuming a correlation of .6 in both countries the observed 

correlation would be .48 and .216. This difference is large but it has no substantive reason. The 

difference is due to differences in quality of the questions due to differences in the formulation. 
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Given the effects of form and differences on the results, we decided to check the comparability of 

the form of the questions for some topics in the different countries using SQP coding prior to Round 

5 fieldwork.  

Through SQP we checked whether formal characteristics of the questions and answer scales were the 

same in the source version and in the countries’ versions. NCs coded 27 items from the main and 

supplementary questionnaire. When a deviation was detected, we informed the countries and 

suggested corrections. The majority confirmed they took the suggestion into account. In case they 

did not introduce any change, they argued why. Up to March 2011, 22 countries participated in SQP 

coding. 

We detected deviations between source questionnaire and translated versions in 19 countries. In 

7 countries a complete correction of all deviations was made, 12 countries did partial corrections, in 

those cases NCs gave arguments for the deviations. 

 

Some findings from Round 5 

With the help of the NCs a lot of deviations have been detected that could significantly affect the 

quality and distributions of the instruments. Some of these deviations could be corrected. Others led 

to further discussions and will lead to further research. Coding in SQP corrected, among others, the 

following errors: 

· Requests formulated as separate questions instead of batteries and vice-versa. 

· Different number of categories (i.e. 5-point instead of 11-point, etc.) 

· Omission of instructions for respondents or/and interviewers that were not included in 

questionnaires. 

· Different layout of show cards 

· Missing introductions 

· Missing instructions for interviewers and respondents. 

· Absence of definitions for the answer scales 

· Missing emphasis in personal opinion “would you say”. 

· Missing encouragement “do you think” 

· Different translations of requests and instructions in groups of items -a same form in English 

source questionnaire phrased differently. 

Other deviations were detected which have led to further debate and research, among them: 

The formulation of fixed reference points as unfixed reference points i.e. extremely as very; not at all 

likely as very likely. The main argument for keeping those deviations was that there was not an 

equivalent adverb for extremely, thus they reformulated it as very. A second argument was that the 
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formulation was possible but it was difficult to be understood by less educated people because it 

could be understood as ‘extremist’. 

Another deviation was adapting adverbs such as “successful” and “unsuccessful.” Some countries 

argued that there is not a literal formulation for successful and unsuccessful in a bipolar range. In 

order to get a bipolar concept they used adjectives such as effective/ineffective or well/bad. In both 

cases further discussion and research are needed to determine possible alternatives that fit different 

languages and at the same time keep characteristics of the items the same. 

A third example is including extra explanations for the scales or for concepts. NCs argued that less 

educated people also need explanations for the scale such as “Other numbers are used to express an 

opinion in between”. This might be true but then this information should be given in all countries 

because less educated people explanations in all countries might need these extra. 

Further research is needed in order to determine if this is the case. 

For Round 6 we propose to choose a sample of questions with a form that is very commonly used, if 

the form of a typical question is wrong, it is possible that the mistake is repeated in other similar 

questions. Coding some typical questions would allow us maximum insight if the form of the 

question is properly chosen. 

We also propose to code the formulation of some experiments. The experiments do not make sense 

if they are not formulated in the proper way. 

This coding of the equivalence of the form of the questions would require the following amount of 

work and time for each country: 

· Preparing the text for the coding and a login account once the questionnaire is sent 

· (2 hours RECSM) 

· Coding: 5 hours – 8 hours (NC) 

· Reviewing codes: 5 hours – 8 hours (RECSM) 

· Commenting on suggestions: 1 hour (NC) 

· Correcting the questionnaire: 1 hour (NC) 

The time to be spend for this job for a NC is min 5 max 10 hours of NC 

The time to be spend by RECSM for each country is 10 hours 

Conclusions 

Through the coding process with SQP many deviations have been prevented. Therefore coding 

before field work to prevent deviations is very important. In this way we can considerably reduce the 

differences in quality of questions across countries and will improve the comparability across 

countries. 
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The coding will also indicate problems which remain unresolved for the moment and will require 

further research. Different examples have been given above. 

We have indicated that the amount of time required for this task for the NCs is relatively limited. The 

majority of the work will be done by RECSM. 

 

5. Collecting observable data (see section 7.3.3 in the ESS Round 6 Project 

Specification) 

 

Our recommendation concerning the collection of observable data on dwelling and neighbourhood 

characteristics in Round 6 is to await the assessment of the quality of observable data collected in 

Round 5 before determining precisely what requirements should be issued for Round 6. This note 

reviews the status of observable data and recommends possible future activities in Round 6. 

 

5.1. Background information on observable data (Rounds 1-4) 

A unique type of data 

Observable data on dwelling and neighbourhood characteristics collected for all sample units - both 

response and non-response - through interviewer assessments constitute a unique type of data. To 

our knowledge, no other cross-national survey collects this type of information, which is very useful 

for non-response bias detection and correction since previous analysis has shown that dwelling and 

neighbourhood characteristics differ significantly by type of respondent. 

Problems with observable data 

The quality of observable data is subject to a number of challenges: (1) a high proportion of item 

non-response in a number of countries (because of privacy concerns in some countries, elsewhere in 

particular for non-response units); (2) measurement errors due to (subjective) interviewer variation; 

(3) problems of comparability across countries, related to data collection (timing/seasonal effects) 

and concepts. 

 

5.2. Observable data in Round 5 

Round 5 protocols 

For Round 5, ESS protocols stipulated that countries needed to reduce the amount of missing 

information and improve measurement through concrete indicators on the basis of effective 

interviewer training using country specific examples. Interviewer training instructions including 

country specific materials (with examples from Belgium) were developed and distributed prior to 

Round 5 fieldwork. 

Preliminary assessment of the implementation of Round 5 protocols (April 2011) 
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Some countries started the preparation of fieldwork before the new protocols were disseminated.  

This was not the only reason why round 5 ESS protocols have not been fully implemented in all 

countries. Some countries have not conducted interviewer training (NO; SE) but did provide 

instructions with country specific examples (photos) (DE). Some countries
1
 have reportedly 

conducted interviewer training but have not made available supporting materials, and some 

countries
2
 did not make use of country specific examples/photos at all. This raises questions about 

the possibility to harmonize data input at the fieldwork level and ensuring data comparability. 

*CCT needs to investigate how to improve compliance to the new protocols (strategies to motivate 

NCs, interviewers). 

 

5.3. Observable data in Round 6 

Justification on continuing this 

As already argued above (point 1), data on dwelling and neighbourhood characteristics collected for 

all sample units through interviewer assessments constitute a unique type of data useful for non-

response bias detection and correction. 

Recommendation on standardized and non-standardized protocol for Round 6 

(Standardized protocol) 

• Must cover the collection of observable data in the interviewer training; 

• Must prepare and use in the interviewer training, training materials covering country 

specific examples; 

• Must pay attention to accuracy; 

• Must collect 5 core variables following respective codes; 

• Must code for all sample units including ineligible units; 

• The first interviewer must code at the first visit during the daytime; 

(Non-standardized protocol) 

• May include other, country specific dwelling and neighbourhood variables subject to 

consultation with the CCT. 

Reflection 

(Conceptual) 

•  Reflect once more on the kind of observable data collected which currently is focused on the 

physical characteristics of the setting (type of house and neighbourhood). 

                                                           
1
 BG, CY, FR, LT, SK 

2
 BG, FR, LT, NL, SI, SK 
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(Other issues) 

•  Possibly specify additional 'rules' for the collection of observable data (e.g. initial personal 

visit on a non-rainy/snow day during the daytime etc) after the assessment of the quality of Round 5 

observable data; 

•  Consider collecting contextual variables related to dwelling and neighbourhood variables and 

collect these variables cross-nationally taking the 'comparability' of the indicators into account; 

•  Consider collecting answers to short questions from all non-respondents (e.g. nonresponse 

survey) and record it in the contact form. 

 

6. Educational attainment measures (see section 8.2 the ESS Round 6 Project 

Specification) 

 

In ESS Round 5, the ESS introduced new target harmonised educational attainment measures for 

respondent, partner, father and mother, as well as new procedures for bridging of country specific 

variables into these measures. As the new target measures became more detailed in Round 5, new 

instruments had to be developed for all participating countries. 

The new approach was a follow up on the part of the ESS, on recommendations from the ESSi Quality 

Enhancement Meeting on education, held in Mannheim in October 2009. The basis for this meeting 

was that the education variables from the first three rounds of the ESS had been criticised, both from 

within the ESS, as well as by external secondary users, the most comprehensive work on this being 

Schneider (2009). The main issues of this criticism were related to: 

• Country-specific educational attainment source variables that do not refer to the same 

underlying construct cross-nationally. 

• Misclassification of country specific educational categories into EDULVL compared to official 

mappings.  

• Inconsistencies in application of ISCED criteria in mappings between countries and within 

countries over rounds. 

• Some country-specific variables are not detailed enough to cover the 7 ISCED levels. 

• ISCED levels, is in itself a too crude coding frame for educational attainment. 

• As a result, EDULVL has lower construct validity than the country-specific education variables 

(Schneider, 2010). 

This being said, it must be added that creating comparative harmonised measures for educational 

attainment has been regarded as problematic in cross-national surveys. It is doubtful if a Gold 

Standard for this can be said to exist, even if data from the EU Labour Force Survey often are used as 

benchmark data for comparison of other ISCED based survey measures. 
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As a response to this criticism, and in line with the recommendations from the QEM, the following 

steps were taken to improve the quality of the educational attainment measures in the ESS: 

In Round 5, the 7 category target harmonised measure for respondents (EDULVL) was replaced by a 

more detailed ISCED coding with 24 codes (EDULVLB). However, not all of these codes apply in all 

countries. This higher degree of harmonisation is meant to standardise information content as well 

as improving cross-national comparability and coding consistency over time. The more detailed 

cross-national codes allow the deriving of purpose-built education.  

As in previous rounds, this variable is derived from country specific variables that also have been 

changed to meet the more detailed requirements. As a result of the new approach, bridging 

specifications needed to be produced for all participating countries. 

There will also be an additional 7 category variable named EISCED (European Survey version of 

ISCED) that will be mapped from the new detailed ISCED measure. This mapping has been planned in 

detail before fieldwork but performed afterwards. The aim is to replace EDULVL by a measure of 

better analytical value (EISCED). 

To implement this new approach the ESS needed some expert assistance. Silke Schneider, post doc 

research fellow at Nuffield College, Oxford, and an expert on international education classification, 

was asked, and agreed, to act as an expert for the ESS centrally,  as well as for  the national teams, in 

the implementation of the new measures. 

Silke Schneider’s work tasks were allocated to providing specifications for a new, detailed ISCED 

based harmonised measure and the new 7 category measure ES-ISCED, as well to develop a coding 

scheme for the bridging of country specific categories into the detailed ISCED and ES-ISCED 

measures. Silke Schneider was also asked to prepare a guidance note for the national teams for use 

in the implementation of the new measures and to engage in a consultation process with the 

national teams, lead by the ESS Data Archive at NSD, with aim of specifying which country specific 

education categories that should be covered in each country, and how these could be bridged into 

the new detailed instrument.  

Bridging specifications were specified and agreed for each country, and the national teams were 

asked to send their educational measures’ instruments to the archive. These were reviewed by the 

PI’s office in London, the ESS Data Archive at NSD and Silke Schneider. 

The Round 5 consultation process was a resource consuming task for all involved parties. The aim of 

the ESS is to develop a comparable measure over time and geography, which also compares well to 

data from official surveys, like the EU – Labour Force Survey.  An interactive process involving 

international experts and local expert teams, is in our view a to be considered a ‘best practice’ way of 

working out new country specific measures and their bridging into a cross-national standard for 

education. 

To closely monitor the quality of the new approach, the archive processing of the Round 5 education 

variables is including extensive checks:  

Documentation checks are more complete and are now including: 
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• Comparison of questionnaire item/showcard fielded to the agreed item/showcard as to                                                         

 -   Question text                                                                                  

 -   Interviewer instructions                                                                 

 -   Category set 

• Compare the coding specifications listed in the Education Appendix of the NTS to the 

bridging specifications of the agreed templates. 

 

Data are checked as follows: 

- Control of country-specific variable categories compared to showcard categories and 

categories in agreed bridging template 

- Check if bridgings from country specific variables EDLVDXX to detailed ISCED 

harmonised measures EDULVLB are in line with agreed bridging specifications 

- Correlation education * occupation (like in round 1 – 4) 

- Differences in frequency distribution compared to data from round 4 (EDULVLA) 

- Control against benchmark data from OECD’s ‘Education at a Glance’, which is new. 

 

 

 

 Example of output from ESS/Education at a Glance data in Round 5  
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What are the achievements? 

The round 5 educational measures’ consultation process has resulted in a more detailed measures 

and more standardised instruments which allows for greater flexibility for making derived measures, 

based on categories in line with recent developments of ISCED 2011. 

The new checks against data from OECD’s Education at a Glance will provide a pointer on how well 

EDULVLB compares to data from official surveys. The default controls performed by the archive will 

provide these results prior to data publication, so that this information can be made available to 

users of the ESS Round 5 data when published.    

Analyses ‘after the fact’ will prove the construct validity of the new 7 category measure EISCED. 

A great achievement has been reached regarding data processing, as we now have the signed off 

bridging specifications as a ’benchmark’ to control the national bridging against. This makes re-

bridging of country specific variables into the target harmonised measures easier, if deviations are 

detected in the national bridgings. This saves a lot of time and burden for the national teams in 

digging into things if deviations are detected during the data processing. 

Another achievement is that for some countries, the number of variables used to construct the 

harmonised measures for respondent’s, partner’s, mother’s and father’s highest level of education 

has been significantly reduced, even if the target harmonised measure now has become more 

detailed. For Germany, 79 education variables for respondent, partner, father and mother altogether 

in each of the first four ESS rounds have been replaced by 12 variables in Round 5.  

 

Round 6: 

We really think that the ‘big job’ with developing new educational measures has been done in Round 

5. 

For Round 6 we can expect minor changes in coding due to developments in ISCED11, or if secondary 

analyses, comparisons with official data or quality controls reveal that changes preferably should be 

made. This may result in a new round of consultations involving all round 6 national teams, but this 

consultation process will be much more limited in scope compared to what was initiated for Round 5. 

Some more attention may also be given to how educations from abroad best should be dealt with. 

We can also expect that not all countries’ measures will perform equally well. These countries will be 

given a special attention regarding instrument construction and category set up.   

A really big advantage is that if our project is successful, other projects throughout Europe can 

benefit from our achievements and use our definitions, instruments, categories and codes in their 

own surveys and our data can be used as benchmark data for comparison. The Education at a Glance 

will use the improved ISCED variable for the next year's education of EAG. 
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