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The singular effect of a public shutdown in spring 2020—as a result of non-pharmaceutical
official orders and arrangements in the course of the COVID-19 pandemic—on survey partic-
ipation is investigated. The analysis is focused on panellists born around 1997 and living in
German-speaking cantons of Switzerland. Utilising the techniques and procedures of event
history analysis, the paradata of the fieldwork period are analysed in a dynamic micro–macro
design. Several competing time-varying effects on the panellists’ survey participation and
changes in the pandemic progress are controlled for, in addition to time-constant covariates,
such as their education and social origin. Indeed, it becomes obvious that the public shut-
down during the first wave of the pandemic improved the target persons’ propensity for survey
participation.
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1 Introduction

This empirical study investigates the impact of the pan-
demic caused by the new coronavirus disease 2019-nCov
(COVID-19)—an infectious disease caused by SARS-CoV-
2 and recognised since February 2020 in Switzerland—on
the rate and timing of participation in an online survey. As in
other countries, the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus resulted
in a dramatic increase in cases of infection, and fatalities as a
consequence of this. It is interesting for survey methodolog-
ical research to reveal whether and how the COVID-19 crisis
has caused problems in the fieldwork of social-scientific sur-
veys conducted during this pandemic period (Sastry, McG-
onagle, & Fomby, 2020; Schaurer & Weiß, 2020). On the
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one hand, the dramatic increase in infections and fatalities
could have had an adverse impact on the survey climate
(Groves, Cialdini, & Couper, 1992; Groves & Couper, 1998;
Loosveldt & Joye, 2016). From this point of view, due to
the increased uncertainty and anxiety in the population, there
might a decreasing intention and inclination for survey par-
ticipation among target persons. On the other hand, the pub-
lic shutdown imposed by official non-pharmaceutical inter-
ventions and administrative arrangements to fight the spread
of coronavirus could result in positive effects on the response
rate.1 Due to constrained alternatives in daily life (e. g., the

1In Switzerland, the first case of infection with the new coro-
navirus disease 2019-nCov (COVID-19) was officially confirmed
on 25 February 2020 by the Swiss Federal Office of Public Health
(2020b). Three days later, the Swiss government declared the first
regulation—including non-pharmaceutical interventions—to fight
the spread of coronavirus, followed by a revised regulation declared
on 16 March 2020. These administrative orders have since been
continually revised (by more than 32 orders prior to the end of May
2020), resulting in a public shutdown in terms of the closure of
schools, restaurants, and shops (except grocery stores); the prohibi-
tion of public events; the relocation of work to home offices; lim-
itations on social contact; the closure of borders with neighbour-
ing countries; and the temporary suspension of personal air traffic.
However, in contrast with other countries such as Italy (a southern
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closure of cultural locations, limited personal contact, re-
stricted geographical mobility, and reduced working hours),
the opportunity costs of survey participations would be low
compared to previous periods. Thus, taking part in a survey
could be a welcome distraction during the public shutdown.

These impacts of the COVID-19 outbreak on survey par-
ticipation are investigated in spring 2020. The target popu-
lation were youths born around 1997 and living in German-
speaking cantons of Switzerland. They are panellists in an
established longitudinal study on educational and occupa-
tional trajectories (R. Becker, Glauser, & Möser, 2020). In
the context of this panel study, there is a unique opportunity
to investigate the consequences of a public shutdown dur-
ing the pandemic period on the response rate. The panellists
were interviewed in May and June 2018, two years before
the COVID-19 outbreak. They were then interviewed again
in the same months of 2020, during the coronavirus crisis.
The same sequential mixed-mode design has been used (R.
Becker, 2022) and the eligible target persons received iden-
tical monetary incentives (R. Becker et al., 2020). The same
push-to-web strategy (D. A. Dillman, 2017), the same burden
for survey participation, and the same topic of interest for
the panellists (Stocké & Becker, 2004; Stocké & Langfeldt,
2003) were applied. In sum, for these two waves, the ques-
tion arises whether the coronavirus pandemic and the end of
the public shutdown during the fieldwork had a positive or a
negative impact on the timing and the amount of survey par-
ticipation after the invitation to participate in the respective
survey wave. In order to avoid sample selection bias, it is also
analysed whether the pattern of the pandemic at the macro
level, as well as the official reaction to this pandemic at the
meso level, have had systematic impacts on social selectivity
in survey participation at the micro level.

In the second section of this contribution, the theoretical
background and hypotheses are outlined. The third section
describes the data, variables, design, and statistical proce-
dures. The empirical findings are presented in the fourth
section. Finally, the fifth section summarises the results and
provides a conclusion.

2 Theoretical background

For an explanation of individual participation in longitu-
dinal studies, such as a multi-wave panel survey, it seems
plausible that the decision of target persons to respond or to
refuse is based on a subjective benefit-cost calculation re-
garding these alternatives—i. e., an individual cognitive as-
sessment comparing advantages and disadvantages (Keusch,
2015; Singer, 2011, p. 388; D. Dillman, Smyth, & Christian,
2014; Groves & Couper, 1998; Groves, Singer, & Corning,
2000). In the case of experienced panellists, the deliberate,
analytical, and thorough consideration of all the pertinent in-
formation as a result of the cost-benefit calculation and a de-
cision on survey participation might not be prevalent (Groves

et al., 1992; Groves & Couper, 1998; Singer, 2006). In most
cases, the panellists have internalised the definition of the so-
cial situation, as well as the assessment of the cost and ben-
efit of survey participation, so that the decision becomes a
habitual routine. In accordance with the concept of bounded
rationality (Simon, 1959), the decision regarding response
or refusal is dominated by the activation of cognitive heuris-
tic routines of situation and action (Groves & Couper, 1998,
p. 32). Therefore, it is observed that most experienced panel-
lists habitually start participating immediately after receiving
the invitation letter, which—in the case of our panel study—
encloses a prepaid monetary incentive (R. Becker, Möser, &
Glauser, 2019; Castiglioni, Pforr, & Krieger, 2008; Pforr et
al., 2015; Singer & Ye, 2013). Each of the target persons
in this panel study received the invitation letter at the same
time.

However, what happens if the well-known setting and fea-
tures of daily routines in general, and of social-scientific sur-
veys in particular, change dramatically due to drastic events
and processes? What effect did the temporary public shut-
down following the COVID-19 outbreak and sustained pan-
demic, with far-reaching consequences for the population
and societal order, have on the target persons’ propensity to
take part in a survey? In view of the fact that the COVID-19
crisis in the spring of 2020 impacted on the social environ-
ment and the everyday life of panellists, it is likely that they
had to reframe the invitation to take part in a web survey.
Furthermore, they had to recalculate the subjective expected
benefits of survey participation as well as the related bur-
dens in terms of opportunity costs (Auspurg, 2020; Couper
& Groves, 1996, e. g.). This might also be true for loyal and
experienced panellists.

It would be obvious to assume that the COVID-19 cri-
sis resulted in a decline in response rates, strengthening the
long-term trend of increasing nonresponse (D. Dillman et al.,
2009; Groves, 2006; Singer, 2006). The adverse impact of
the pandemic on the survey climate, the level of affected-
ness of an individual by the coronavirus or the social disinte-
gration caused by official arrangements of public shutdown,
would lead us to expect a decreasing propensity towards sur-
vey participation among target persons. On the basis of cost-
benefits explanations of survey participation, however, alter-
native hypotheses could be derived. It seems likely that the

neighbouring country of Switzerland) or France (a western neigh-
bouring country), there were no strict lockdowns: the Swiss pop-
ulation was not required to stay at home. Furthermore, the public
health system has been reorganised in response to the increasing
amount of contagion and the serious progression of the disease. As
a result of these measures, economic production slowed dramati-
cally and part-time work increased rapidly. Due to the decreasing
factor of infectious reproduction, the orders relating to the pandemic
were relaxed and largely abolished after 10 May 2020 in Switzer-
land.
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benefits of survey participation increased during the partial
public shutdown in each of the Swiss cantons between 17
March and 10 May 2020. The target persons in our panel
study received the invitation letter 10 days before the end of
this shutdown on 1 May 2020. Thus, during the initial stage
of fieldwork at least, participation might have provided wel-
come cognitive and emotional entertainment in a constrained
and unfamiliar daily life. With regular schooling, training,
and work unavailable, survey participation might be a pleas-
ant indoor activity for participants, compared to other less
enjoyable everyday routines. The entertainment value of the
questionnaire during the difficulty of partial isolation, and the
need to talk induced by the circumstances of the COVID-19
crisis might significantly increase the inclination of invitees
to take part in a survey launched during a period of public
shutdown.

The public shutdown and its consequences for the every-
day life of panellists could result in decreasing opportunity
costs of survey participation. This cost factor is supposed to
be one of the meaningful mechanisms explaining the deci-
sion of target persons to take part in a survey. In the case
of a strict lockdown (as observed in Italy, Spain, or France),
one could argue that—due to the lack of interesting alter-
natives, such as outdoor leisure activities—target persons
should have more, and therefore enough, time to take part
in the online survey in their subjective view. In the Swiss
case, however, it was permitted for the target persons to leave
their home for individual outdoor activities. These few op-
portunities could be compelling enough to postpone survey
participation to another time. In this respect, it could be as-
sumed that the pandemic had no significant effect on survey
participation. However, it is difficult to indicate the oppor-
tunities available to target persons for different activities ex-
actly across the field period. Therefore, the weather situation
might be an adequate proxy for incentives to start or to post-
pone the completion of the questionnaire (R. Becker, 2021).
For example, it is evident that “pleasant” weather conditions
that are attractive for outdoor activities increase the oppor-
tunity costs for indoor activities such as completing an on-
line questionnaire (Göritz, 2014). Therefore, it is probable
that panellists will postpone their survey participation to a
later, more convenient point in time, e. g., to a day with “un-
pleasant” weather conditions—even during a period of public
shutdown. It has to be clarified empirically whether meteo-
rological impacts exceed the impact of the pandemic on the
participation of the panellists in the web survey. However,
the COVID-19 crisis and the partial shutdown of public life
was, in contrast to the weather situation, a unique event in the
life of the panellists. The imprinting of the pandemic on the
panellists’ survey participation might be strong. Thus, the
response rate is expected to be significantly higher during
the period of the pandemic-related shutdown than in other
periods (Hypothesis 1).

As an unintended consequence of the pandemic situation
in the initial field period, the timing of survey participation
might be different in the most recent wave, compared to the
previous wave in 2018. It should therefore be shown that
the latency—i. e., the average time that elapses between sur-
vey launch and panellists’ participation—is much lower at
this time interval of public shutdown. In this way, a posi-
tive effect of the public shutdown on participation is likely
to exist regardless of the total response rate at the end of the
survey. Additionally, even when the response rates are equal
for both panel waves, the differences in the timing of survey
participation in the initial stage of the field period across the
consecutive waves might indicate an effect of the pandemic.
It is also indicated indirectly that opportunity costs are in-
deed meaningful for the target persons’ response behaviour.
Overall, the latency of survey participation will be system-
atically lower during the period of public shutdown than in
other periods (Hypothesis 2).

However, it is reasonable to believe that the public shut-
down will have the opposite effect on survey participa-
tion. For example, one can assume that public discussions
about the disease, the outbreak, and official arrangements re-
sulted in individual uncertainty, confusion in families, and
decreased interest among panellists in survey participation.
This could be true for those who experienced a coronavirus
infection in their family or were infected themselves. It
might be valid for those who lost their training opportunity
or workplace due to their employers suffering from economic
troubles as a consequence of the shutdown, or for those who
were exhausted mentally due to the stress caused by the pan-
demic. It might be true for young people, the target popula-
tion of the DAB panel, who could not start or continue their
vocational education and training. Some of them might have
lost their apprenticeship position or their job. Juveniles in
baccalaureate schools or in university training had to switch
to home schooling or virtual learning platforms. In the debate
regarding the social and economic consequences of COVID-
19 on the wellbeing of individuals, the social selectivity of
personal resilience in times of crisis is emphasised (Leopold-
ina (Nationale Akademie der Wissenschaften), 2020). For
Switzerland, it has been found for the first wave of coro-
navirus pandemic that the level of stress in the workplace
decreased for highly educated people. People with a lower
educational level reported a constant stress level (Klaas et
al., 2021). It is supposed, therefore, that panellists with a
high educational level are more likely to take part in a sur-
vey launched during the period of public shutdown than their
counterparts (Hypothesis 3).

Finally, it could be argued that it is difficult to isolate a
pandemic effect on both the likelihood and the timing of
survey response. They could result from other impacts on
response competitive with the pandemic effect. Since par-
ticipation in a social-scientific survey is generally voluntary,
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the individuals asked to take part are free to accept or re-
ject that request (Groves & Couper, 1998, p. 1). Their de-
cision regarding survey participation is thus based on their
free will. They can therefore also choose their own time to
fill out the questionnaire (Groves & Couper, 1998, p. 32).
They can start completing the questionnaire immediately af-
ter the invitation, at a later more convenient point in time, or
never. On the one hand, it is observed that experienced pan-
ellists are more likely start completing a questionnaire imme-
diately after the survey launch (R. Becker et al., 2019). On
the other, several studies provide evidence that the likelihood
of survey participation declines across the fieldwork period
(Keusch, 2015; Sigman, Lewis, Yount, & Lee, 2014). In this
case, even for experienced panellists, it is necessary to renew
their potential interest in taking part in the online survey by
sending them digital reminders (D. Dillman et al., 2014). A
maximum of three follow-ups, the typical number of email
reminders in web surveys, are considered to be enough to
increase an invitee’s propensity to participate in an online
survey (R. Becker, 2022; Muñoz-Leiva, Sánchez-Fernández,
Montoro-Ríos, & Ibáñez-Zapata, 2010; Rao & Pennington,
2013; Sauermann & Roach, 2013). However, it is possible
that such follow-ups—sent out at frequent intervals—could
compensate for the negative impacts of the COVID-19 cri-
sis on response behaviour. Therefore, it is supposed that the
potentially negative effect of public shutdown on survey par-
ticipation is eliminated by the digital reminders (Hypothesis
4).

3 Data, design, variables, and statistical procedures

3.1 Data base

The empirical analysis is based on longitudinal data from
the DAB panel study (R. Becker et al., 2020; DAB, 2020).
In particular, paradata from the online surveys (i. e., time
stamps and status of participation) includes exact time ref-
erences for the survey participation (Kreuter, 2015; West,
2011). These paradata are combined with information about
the panellists. The target population of the DAB study com-
prised of eighth graders of the 2011/12 school year (born
around 1997) who were enrolled in regular classes in pub-
lic schools placed in German-speaking cantons of Switzer-
land. The panel data were based on a random and 10-per-
cent stratified gross sample of 296 classes (8th grade), out of
a total universe of 3,045 classes. A disproportional sampling
of school classes from different school types and a propor-
tional sampling of school classes regarding the share of mi-
grants within schools were applied. At school level, a simple
random sample of school classes was chosen.

The DAB panel study was initiated to investigate the
youths’ educational and occupational trajectories after the
end of compulsory schooling (R. Becker et al., 2020;
Glauser, 2015). Between January 2012 and June 2018, seven

waves were realised. The most recent (Wave 8) was con-
ducted in May and June 2020, while Wave 7 was realised
two years ago in the same months of the year. Since Wave 5,
different incentives have been used for each of the individu-
als in the gross sample to minimise panel attrition (R. Becker
& Glauser, 2018). In the two latest waves (Waves 7 and 8),
the eligible panellists received cash (10 Swiss Francs) as an
unconditional prepaid incentive. The use of this incentive has
been proven to be highly effective in increasing the response
rate in this panel study (R. Becker et al., 2019). Across panel
waves, the realised response rates were constant at a high
level of about 80 per cent. In the recent waves, the highest
response rates were realised in the online mode.

In this study, the empirical analysis focused on the on-
line mode only and the observation window was limited to
28 days (R. Becker, 2021). From the previous waves, we
have learned that the response rate stagnates after four weeks
of the field period, while the majority of eligible panellists
(90%) used the online mode instead of the telephone mode
(R. Becker, 2022). The detection of the pandemic effect in
which we are interested in should not be dependent on the
survey mode. Furthermore, we are interested in the effect of
the pandemic and in the role of the public shutdown on the
response rate. The dynamics of the pandemic and the related
public shutdown occurred in the first two weeks of the field
period in Wave 8 before the second survey mode had been
offered to the invitees.

3.2 Survey design

In order to reveal the impacts of the coronavirus pandemic
on the response rate in Wave 8 compared to the previous rate
of participation in Wave 7, several conditions were controlled
for. The samples of Waves 7 and 8 consisted of panellists
whose educational and occupational trajectories had been
followed by the study for at least six years. Therefore, it can
be assumed that they are loyal and enjoy participation (Lynn
et al., 2017). They are familiar with the core topic of the
survey—their life course (Groves, Presser, & Dipko, 2004;
Zillmann, Schmitz, Skopek, & Blossfeld, 2014). They know
the researchers and the sponsor of the study, its procedure,
and the benefits, costs, and burdens of survey participation.
The two waves we have focused on in this contribution were
conducted in the same months of the year: in May and June
of 2018 and of 2020. In both waves, the respondents were in-
vited to participate in the web survey by an invitation letter—
sent by regular mail and by email—using the same wording.
This included the same unconditional cash incentive—a 10
Swiss Francs bank note—as well as a personalised link and
an access code for the online questionnaire. In Wave 7, the
respondents received the invitation on 4 May 2018; in Wave
8, they received it on 1 May 2020. Furthermore, the duration
was standardised by considering the same time interval of 28
days after the invitation to participate in the online survey.
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Therefore, the analysis was limited to May 2018 and to May
2020.

Additional conditions which could have an impact on the
response rate, such as the weather situation or the dynamic
of the pandemic, were controlled for in the multivariate anal-
ysis of the participation pattern. However, not all of the pos-
sible influences could be controlled for—for example, the
situation of the contacted individuals during this pandemic
or their subjective perception, expectations, and evaluation
of the invitation to interview. Finally, it has to be noticed
again that we do not know what might have happened to the
panellists between the two waves, except for the occurrence
of the pandemic. Therefore, as already mentioned above, we
have to assume that the panellists had not experienced events
that would have a significant impact on their propensity for
survey response.

3.3 Dependent and independent variables

The dependent variable is the panellists’ survey response.
In particular, the duration (measured on a daily basis) be-
tween the invitation to participate and beginning to fill out the
online questionnaire is of interest. For Wave 7, the response
rate was defined as the ratio of contactable units and their re-
sponse in terms of starting and completing the questionnaire
(RR2 according American Association for Public Opinion
Research, 2016). In Wave 8, the cases of non-contact and
non-ability were additionally taken into account (RR1 ac-
cording American Association for Public Opinion Research,
2016, p. 16).

One of the most crucial independent time-varying vari-
ables at the macro level deals with the recent coronavirus
pandemic. Macro information on the COVID-19 crisis—
including the number of infections per day, the number of
hospitalisations per day, and the number of fatalities per day
(Figure 1)—was taken into account. This information was
taken from the website of the Swiss Federal Office of Pub-
lic Health (2020b). At the start of the field period, 29,922
infections had been indicated since 24 February 2020 and
1,549 people had died due to SARS-CoV-2. In sum, the pan-
demic slowed during the field period but was on everybody’s
mind due to information from the mass media (e. g. “SRF
(Schweizer Radio und Fernsehen; Swiss Radio and Televi-
sion),” 2020). At the end of the observation window (mid-
night on 27 May), 30,812 cases of infection and 1,656 fatal-
ities had been counted by the official statistics.

The policies concerning this pandemic at the meso level
are indicated by the period of partial public shutdown. The
Swiss Government remitted regulations for provisions in or-
der to defeat the SARS-CoV-2 virus from 13 March 2020
onwards. As a result of these regulations, public life came
to a standstill until 10 May 2020. After 11 May 2020, com-
pulsory schools reopened, provided they put in place safety
precautions for the pupils and teachers. This was also true

for public spaces such as shops, restaurants, markets and su-
permarkets, museums, theatres, cinemas, and libraries. Some
sports activities for fewer than five persons became possible,
provided there was no bodily contact. In our analysis, this
public shutdown is indicated by a dummy variable. Its value
is 1 for the period between 1 May and 10 May 2020 (within
the observation window between 1 May and 28 May 2020,
as depicted by the dashed and dotted line in Figure 1). For
other periods, the value is 0.

Another explaining exogenous variable is information on
the weather situation in May 2018 and May 2020 (R. Becker,
2021). The following indicators are considered, for German-
speaking cantons only, as average measures on a daily ba-
sis: air temperature by day (in degrees centigrade); rela-
tive humidity (in per cent); rainfall (in millimetres); du-
ration of sunshine (in hours); and barometric pressure (in
hectopascal). These time-varying meteorological indicators
were taken from the SwissMeteo website of the Federal Of-
fice of Meteorology and Climatology (MeteoSwiss) (2020).
In order to reduce complexity and multicollinearity in the
time series, confirmatory factor analysis was applied to these
four time series separately for each of the waves (Harrington,
2009). The weather situation in May 2018 explains almost 93
per cent of the variance in these different time series. About
94 per cent of the variance is explained in May 2020. The
development of the weather situation is depicted in Figure
2. The higher the factor scores, the higher the temperatures
and the humidity, and the longer the duration of sunshine.
Lower factor scores indicate uncomfortable, i. e., cold and
rainy, weather.

Regarding the social characteristics of the target persons,
different time-constant sociodemographic characteristics of
the panellists are considered in order to control for their
impact on response. Based on previous studies that have
frequently found women to be more likely to respond to
web surveys than men (Keusch, 2015, p. 186; Green, 1996,
p. 176), the panellists’ gender (reference category: male) is
used. Since there is constant evidence that the socioeconomic
conditions in which target persons have grown up (includ-
ing welfare, integration, and environment) affect their survey
participation, their social origin is included in the multivari-
ate analysis (Groves & Couper, 1998, p. 30). Social origin
is indicated by the class scheme suggested by Erikson and
Goldthorpe (1992). This class scheme is a well-established
concept to indicate the class position of a private household.
The social classes are categorised by the market situation,
employment relationship, and working conditions of the em-
ployees in the household.

According to Green (1996), education and achievement
correlate positively with survey response rates. The pan-
ellists’ education is measured by the school type—such as
lower secondary schools with basic or intermediate require-
ments and pre-gymnasiums implying advanced requirements
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Figure 1. The coronavirus pandemic in Switzerland (24 February-31 May 2020):
absolute prevalence (Swiss Federal Office of Public Health, 2020a, author presenta-
tion)
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Figure 2. The weather situation in May 2018 and May 2020 (factor scores) (Federal
Office of Meteorology and Climatology (MeteoSwiss), 2020, author presentation)

(reference category: miscellaneous school types such as in-
tegrative schools without selection)—in which they were en-
rolled at the end of their compulsory schooling. Their ed-
ucation is positively correlated with the appreciation of the
utility of social-scientific research and information-gathering
activities (Groves & Couper, 1998, p.128). The panellists’
language proficiency is indicated by their standardised grade
point average in German language class. The institutionally
attested achievement indicates the transaction costs and cog-

nitive burden of survey participation faced by panellists.

3.4 Statistical procedures

To estimate the target persons’ likelihood and timing of
survey participation simultaneously (Chebat & Cohen, 1993,
p. 21), techniques and procedures of event history analysis
are used (Blossfeld, Rohwer, & Schneider, 2019). The pan-
ellists’ survey participation will be analysed as a stochas-
tic process in the social setting of the exchange between
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panellists and researchers (Singer, 2006, p. 640). This
kind of modelling aims to specify the likelihood of survey
participation—that is, the hazard rate—as a time-dependent
function of individual resources (micro level), of global set-
tings (macro level), and of the politics relating to the pan-
demic (meso level). This hazard rate is defined as the
marginal value of the conditional probability of such an event
(such as starting to fill out the questionnaire) occurring in the
time interval (t, t + ∆t) , provided that this event has not oc-
curred before.

In order to combine time-variant covariates such as the
period-specific weather situation or the dynamics of the coro-
navirus pandemic the procedure of episode splitting is used.
The episodes of an individual’s participation (defined by the
time of invitation and by the time of starting to complete
the questionnaire, i. e., the interval until response on a daily
basis) are divided into daily sub-episodes. These are then
linked to the corresponding daily macro and meso informa-
tion on the weather, the public shutdown, and the coronavirus
pandemic. For each of the short sub-episodes on a daily ba-
sis, there is a constant hazard rate. Therefore, the hazard rate
will be estimated on the basis of an exponential distribution:
r(t|x(t)) = exp(β′x(t)), whereby x(t) is the time-dependent
vector of exogenous variables, whose coefficients β have to
be estimated. Using this procedure, it is possible to model
step functions that display the empirically observed hazard
function for the entire process until response embedded in
different periods of external developments, such as the situ-
ation of interviewees, the weather situation, and the policies
and outcomes of the coronavirus pandemic.

Finally, by means of a non-parametrical procedure, the
Kaplan-Meier method of failure estimates, the pattern of sur-
vey participation since the invitation to the current wave are
described on the basis of relative prevalence across time. By
calculating indices, such as the median, it is possible to show
how long it takes panellists to start filling out the question-
naire, and how many of the panellists had not responded at
different points in time.

4 Empirical results

The empirical analysis of the target persons’ participation
in the online survey consists of three steps. In the first, the
time-dependent process of participation is described. In the
second, the dynamics of participation patterns are compared
between two waves. In the third, the time-varying impacts
on the survey participation in May 2020 are estimated.

4.1 Description of the process of survey response to the
online survey

The dynamic trajectory of survey participation for both
waves of the DAB panel is described by the Kaplan-Meier
method. The estimated failure rates show for each of the
points in time how many of the panellists started to complete

the questionnaire since survey launch. The curves depicted
in Figure 3 reveal higher and earlier responses in Wave 8
than in the previous wave. They confirm Hypothesis 1 and
Hypothesis 2.

In three days, for example, 25 per cent of the Wave 7 sam-
ple had taken part in the survey, while 75 per cent of the
sample had not started completing the questionnaire by then.
In Wave 8, however, it took less than 2 days before a quarter
of the sample had completed the online questionnaire. The
median of the waiting time until response in Wave 7 was 10
days, whereas this parameter was seven days in Wave 8 (see
the dotted vertical lines in Figure 3). This means that, in the
most recent panel wave, it only took a week for at least 50 per
cent of the sample to respond. In sum, after 28 days, about
26 per cent of the panellists had not completed the online
questionnaire in the last wave, while more than a third had
not taken part in the previous wave.

The differences of the trajectories between the waves—
i. e., in terms of relative prevalence and absolute speed until
survey participation—are significant for each of the points
in time during the field period. Each of the tests—such as
the Wilcoxon-Breslan-Gehan test, sensitive at the beginning
of the process time, or the Generalised Savage Log-rank
test, stressing increasing differences at the end of the pro-
cess time—show significant differences between the waves
(Blossfeld et al., 2019, p. 83). At first glance, it seems that
the pandemic did not have an adverse effect on the response
rate.

4.2 The effect of coronavirus on survey participation

In order to test whether differences between both panel
waves depended on the consequences of the current pan-
demic, the impact of time-varying and time-constant factors
on the survey participation was estimated in an exponential
model (Table 1). It is obvious that target persons in the cur-
rent panel wave were more likely to participate than those
in the previous wave two years ago (Model 1). On every
day after survey launch, the likelihood of survey participa-
tion was about (exp(0.272)− 1)× 100% = 31 per cent higher
in Wave 8 than in the previous wave. In the next step, the
indicator of the different panel waves was replaced by in-
formative time-varying covariates measured at different an-
alytical levels (Model 2). These variables are statistically
significant. First, a “pleasant” weather situation delayed the
timing of survey participation and had an adverse effect on
the response rate across the observed field period. Second,
during the public shutdown, a sub-period of the fieldwork in
Wave 8, the panellists started filling out the online question-
naire much sooner than at other stages of the field periods.
On each day during the shutdown period, the likelihood of
response was about (exp(0.745) − 1) × 100% = 111 per cent
(Model 3) and (exp(0.813)−1)×100% = 125 per cent (Model
2) higher than during the other periods.
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Figure 3. Comparison of survey participation in the Waves 7 and 8 using the Kaplan-
Meier method

In sum, the positive effect of public shutdown on the rate
and speed of survey participation is remarkable, even net of
panellists’ characteristics such as social origin, education,
language proficiency, and gender, as well as net of circum-
stances on the macro level (Model 3). Indeed, in line with
Hypothesis 1, the response rate is significantly higher dur-
ing the period of the pandemic-related shutdown than during
other periods. The response speed, indicated by the elapsed
time between survey launch and response, is systematically
lower during the period of public shutdown in other periods
of the fieldwork.

4.3 Fine-grained analysis of the effect of coronavirus

In order to re-test our previous findings, the impact of the
coronavirus pandemic and its consequences for the survey
response in May 2020 (only the first part of the field period
in Wave 8) are analysed in detail (Table 2). In this third
step, other macro indicators concerning the pandemic—such
as cases of illness, the number of hospitalisations and fatali-
ties, and the changing weather situation—are considered on
a daily basis. In line with Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2,
the positive impact of the shutdown period on the panellists’
timing and the likelihood of survey participation is revealed
again (Model 1).

This effect remains constant if the panellists’ characteris-
tics are considered (Model 2). In sum, it seems de facto to be
the case that the official orders and administrative arrange-
ments that resulted in the public shutdown fuelled the re-
sponse rate during this initial period of the most recent DAB

panel wave.
To test Hypothesis 3, the interaction terms of the shutdown

period and the panellists’ education are taken into account
(Model 3). In contrast to this hypothesis, there are no statis-
tically significant interactions while the main effects remain
significant. Well-educated panellists, enrolled previously in
the pre-gymnasium, are more likely to take part in the most
recent wave than their counterparts regardless of the public
shutdown.

Finally, Hypothesis 4 is tested by claiming that digital re-
minders sent out in the initial stage of the fieldwork period
reveal that the effect of public shutdown on participation is
negative or even an artefact (Model 4). However, this hypoth-
esis is also not confirmed. By taking follow-ups sent out in
the period of public shutdown, i. e., 4, 7, and 11 days after the
invitation, there is still a significant effect of public shutdown
on the panellists’ participation. The digital reminders do not
overlay the institutional shutdown effect. But, as often ob-
served, the reminders are expected to boost significantly the
response rate. All in all, the significant effect of the COVID-
19-related shutdown on the development of the response rate
is robust. These results are in line with the Hypothesis 1 and
Hypothesis 2.

5 Summary and conclusions

As in other countries, the COVID-19 pandemic poses a
challenge for Switzerland’s citizens, government, adminis-
trations, and societal orders. The outbreak of the most in-
fectious and deadly disease since the Spanish flu, which
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Table 1
Time-varying impacts on survey participation in Waves 7 and 8

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E.

Time-varying covariates
Survey: Wave 8 (Ref.: Wave 7) 0.272*** 0.034 - - -
Macro: Weather situation - - −0.165*** 0.018 −0.147*** 0.018
Meso: Public shutdown - - 0.813*** 0.035 0.745*** 0.035

Social origin (Ref.: missing value)
Upper service class - - - - 0.256*** 0.067
Lower service class - - - - 0.253 0.063
Routine non-manual employee - - - - 0.212*** 0.061
Farmer; small proprietor - - - - 0.257** 0.084
Foreman; skilled manual worker - - - - 0.096 0.067
Semi-skilled and unskilled manual worker - - - - 0.113 0.091

School type (Ref.: miscellaneous type)
Basic requirements - - - - −0.304*** 0.066
Intermediate requirements - - - - 0.242*** 0.059
Pre-gymnasium - - - - 0.761*** 0.063

Individual characteristics
Language proficiency - - - - 0.155*** 0.020
Female (Ref.: male) - - - - 0.296*** 0.035

Constant −3.043*** 0.025 −3.212*** 0.023 −3.665*** 0.062

Number of observations 62,831 62,831 62,831
Number of cases 4,986 4,986 4,986
Number of events 3,429 3,429 3,429
LR χ2 (d.f.) 63.39 (1) 666.87 (2) 1,354.23 (13)

Coefficients estimated by exponential model (with robust standard errors)
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

occurred 100 years ago (Spinney, 2018), has also had an
impact on sociological research elsewhere.2 In the spirit
of analytical-empirical survey methodology, the aim of this
contribution has therefore been to reveal the effects of the
current pandemic of COVID-19 on the participation of pan-
ellists during the eighth wave of the DAB panel study.
The fieldwork started during the period of the pandemic-
related public shutdown, which has enabled us to investigate
whether such a crisis had a significant impact on panellists’
participation in an online survey. Therefore, we have asked
whether pandemic-related peculiarities in everyday life re-
duced the absolute latency until survey participation, as well
as the likelihood of survey participation. Finally, it is of in-
terest whether the COVID-19 crisis has influenced the social
selectivity of survey participation during the period of public
shutdown compared to reference periods of fieldwork.

Based on dynamic multi-level event history analysis, it
has indeed been found that the public shutdown had an obvi-
ously positive effect on the rate and speed of survey participa-

2This pandemic is significant for both the analytical-empirical
social sciences and for survey methodology (Kohler, 2020). “Fever-
ish” activities have been observed in undertaking sociological sur-
veys on the consequences of the coronavirus outbreak (Auspurg,
2020); these aim to investigate the social, psychological, eco-
nomic, and medical impacts of the COVID-19 crisis (Consortium
for the Social, Behavioural, Educational and Economic Sciences,
2022). Rushed publications have “saturated” the scientific commu-
nity, published without any peer review procedure, but within sev-
eral days of submission (e. g. Homolak, Kodvanj, & Virag, 2020).
However, even for well-established sociological projects such as the
GESIS Panel, which started fieldwork immediately before the out-
break, the pandemic has been a challenge because they have rapidly
had to adapt their survey design and the management of fieldwork
to the new situation (Schaurer & Weiß, 2020). Other panel stud-
ies, such as the ReGES (Refugees in the German Educational Sys-
tem) study at the Leibniz Institute for Educational Trajectories, have
had to switch modes to continue a running survey (Will, Becker, &
Weigand, 2020). This switch from face-to-face interviews to CATI
has been necessary due to the limitations on direct social contact
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tion. First, controlling for the possibly diverting effects of the
weather situation, unfamiliar circumstances caused by the
coronavirus pandemic or affected individual resources, the
response rate was higher during the most recent panel wave
than for the wave realised two years ago at the same time of
year. Second, the reservoir of potential respondents was ex-
hausted much faster than during the previous wave. This was
also true for the analysis within the current panel wave. Dur-
ing the public shutdown period, the panellists started com-
pleting the online questionnaire more likely than after the
shutdown. These findings remained stable when considering
the effect of the digital reminders sent out during the field
period. Finally, it was found for the shutdown period that the
social selectivity of participation in regard to the panellists’
education has not changed. The social selectivity of personal
resilience in times of crisis did not contribute to the explana-
tion of educational bias in survey participation. However, it
could be assumed that the impact of the public shutdown was
not the same for different social groups. For example, while
some of the panellists were able to work in their home office,
others had to continue with their schooling, training, or em-
ployment outside their home. Due to missing information, it
has not been possible to test this assumption.

Furthermore, these findings might be in favour of the so-
phisticated version of structural-individualistic theories re-
garding the decision made by target persons to respond or to
refuse. This rational action theory has been used to deduce
empirically testable hypotheses. The decrease in opportunity
costs relating to time scarcity, as well as the transaction costs
relating to invasions of privacy, might be mediated through
the uncertainty in the course of an unfamiliar process such
as the pandemic, as well as the public shutdown. The for-
mer situation might contribute to an increase in the benefits
of survey participation for panellists. Distractions from an
everyday life characterised by strictly limited social contact,
or the postponement of unpalatable work in the home office,
seem to have resulted in the increased benefits of survey par-
ticipation exceeding its costs.

However, it must be stressed that these interpretations,
although plausible, are not confirmed empirically in a di-
rect way. This problem is one of the main limitations of
this study. It is purely an indirect application of a rational
action theory—i. e., drawing statistical inferences from the
empirically unobserved preferences of the target persons—
based on their observed response as a rational action, since
the social mechanisms behind the actual survey participation
(such as expectation, the evaluation and selection of options,
and mental frames and cognitive habits) are not directly ob-
served. Overall, the empirical findings are in line with the
theoretical considerations, but do not provide its direct em-
pirical confirmation.

As already mentioned about this second limitation, we
were not able to control for all of the possible influences

on the survey response in the last wave. For example, the
situation of the contacted individuals during the first wave
of the COVID-19 pandemic—in particular, their subjective
perception, expectations, and evaluation of the invitation to
interview in this time—might had an impact on their re-
sponse behaviour. It also seems plausible that the coron-
avirus outbreak has contributed—via unexpected unemploy-
ment or other diffuse threats—to the isolation of some of the
panellists and their nonresponse. However, such interpreta-
tions are not yet empirically confirmed. It is therefore obvi-
ous that the survey methodology is in need of an empirically
confirmed mechanism-based explanation of survey partici-
pation, as well as direct observations of its main mechanisms
and processes (Singer, 2011).

There is a final limitation on our contribution. A special
target population, juveniles born around 1997 and living in
German-speaking cantons of Switzerland, has been the fo-
cus. Therefore, it is not possible to generalise our findings
to other birth cohorts and language regions in Switzerland.
These “panelised” youths might belong to the so-called “dig-
ital natives” (those who have grown up with internet technol-
ogy). Therefore, it could be assumed that the pandemic ef-
fect is over-estimated. In sum, there is a need to replicate the
analysis for other populations and different types of survey
modes not considered in this contribution.
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