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37
Challenges with Validating Survey Data

Matthew K. Berent

Self-reports of voting behavior in many studies, including the American
National Election Studies (ANES), are often about 20 percent higher than
the official statistics on turnout. This has been a remarkably consistent finding
since the 1960s, meaning that as actual turnout increases or decreases there are
similar increases or decreases in self-reports of voting. Many people take this
information to imply that the estimates generated by self-report survey data are
not representative of the population because they don’t match the “true” gold
standard value provided by the government.

However, there are a number of different ways that this discrepancy could
arise that warrants consideration. For example, a respondent might not
answer the question because perhaps they believe voting behavior is private
and sensitive and are unwilling to report their answer to the survey question,
which leads to nonresponse and inaccuracy in the measure that is unrelated
to the representativeness of the survey sample.

The second explanation is that there could be survey effects, meaning that
participating in the survey could influence the voting behavior that the
survey is attempting to measure. Many voting behavior studies involve very
in-depth interviews before the election, and then an interview after the
election. It is reasonable to expect that, after having answered a long battery
of questions about politics before an election, respondents are made aware of
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their political attitudes that were perhaps not as salient before the interview.
This increased salience could then influence some respondents to go vote
when they might not have otherwise. The result is that these surveys could
inadvertently be biasing their own sample to over-represent voters.

This raises a third potential mechanism for higher levels of voting behavior
in surveys than in the general population, it is possible that survey response
propensity is positively associated with the propensity to vote, meaning that
the same types of people who are willing to respond to a long interview about
politics may be the same types of people who go out and vote; this would be
another way that the sample of survey respondents could be biased from the
general population, not demographically but behaviorally.

Lastly, it is entirely possible that respondents misreport their voting
behavior, meaning that their answers are factually incorrect. This could
be caused by respondents misinterpreting the question, misremembering
the behavior, reporting based on their typical voting behavior rather than
their specific behavior in the focal election, or intentional lying which
might be due to social desirability bias if the respondent believes that it
would reflect poorly on them to report not voting in the election to the
interviewer.

Misreporting is the most commonly cited cause of the discrepancy
between survey data and the official records, leading to the typical conclusion
that official records should be used instead of self-reports. However, the
approach of using official records is not completely straightforward. To
employ this method, researchers must obtain the official records of turnout
histories, match each respondent to his or her official record, and then
determine the “correct” turnout status for each respondent.

There are two primary problems with the validation task. The first is that
over 200 million people are currently eligible to vote in U.S. elections, thus
the matching task is not trivial simply on the basis of the size of the databases
involved. Second, the federal government does not aggregate individual
voting records, meaning that researchers must collect the records from each
individual state and there is substantial variability between states in the
availability, accuracy, and content of these records.

Researchers are increasingly turning to commercial vendors of political
and voter file databases to conduct the matching between survey data and the
official voter records. However, these researchers face another set of chal-
lenges when working with these databases. For example, vendors vary in their
level of transparency, which means that researchers need to identify and
specify the level of uncertainty that they are willing to accept with regard to
the provenance and quality of their data. Vendors are also typically unwilling
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to provide complete details about their matching algorithms, which makes it
impossible to estimate the reliability or validity of the matches.

Some researchers opt to attempt in-house matching by obtaining the
government registration and turnout records from a sample of states.
Publicly available computer applications, such as LinkPlus from the
Centers for Disease Control, can then be used to match survey respondents
to their official government records. This approach requires more work on
the part of the researcher but the benefits are complete control over the data
cleaning and matching processes.

Recent evidence from an ANES in-house matching project indicates
that two main factors are contributing to the discrepancy between self-
reports and official records of voting behavior (Berent et al. 2016). The
first is a downward bias in government records that occurs when the
records incorrectly identify some respondents as having not turned out
when in fact they did. These are all cases where a record match cannot
be found, not cases where the self-report and government record data
disagree explicitly. The second factor is an upward bias in the self-reports
that occurs because people who participate in surveys are more likely to
vote. These biases are additive, not offsetting, and seem to account for
nearly all of the discrepancies between the self-report data and govern-
ment records.

Areas for future research:

• Developing a better set of tools for researchers to conduct their own
transparent validation studies without needing to use commercial vendors

• Identifying and understanding the correlates of survey participation and
turnout to better understand the potential mechanism that drives the
higher levels of turnout among survey respondents

Reference and Further Reading
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