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Some surveys ask respondents for consent to be recontacted for follow-up surveys after the initial
part of the survey has been completed. Based on an experiment, we compare three options for
asking for this panel consent: choice (yes/no), opt-in, and opt-out. We analyse panel consent rates
and compare consenters with non-consenters against a comprehensive set of socio-demographic
characteristics, political attitudes, and survey-related variables in a probability-based web survey.
In a second step, we analyse consenters’ actual participation in the first follow-up wave.
The opt-out option yields higher panel consent rates than the other two options. Based on
socio-demographic variables, panel consenters and non-consenters are most similar to each
other in the choice design, and most different in the opt-out design. Based on typically biased
variables, such as political interest or how the survey was perceived, the opt-out design performs
better than the opt-in design in terms of consent, followed by the choice design. When it comes
to actually participating in the first follow-up wave, the three panel consent options work in
a similar way to giving consent. Overall, these findings speak in favour of the opt-out design,
followed by the opt-in design.

Keywords: panel consent rate; panel consent bias; opt-out; opt-in; probability web panel
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1 Introduction

1.1 Informed consent and how to ask for it

Data protection laws stipulate that respondents must pro-
vide “informed consent” to the processing of their personal
data. This means they should be fully informed of the as-
sociated risks and benefits of their participation, the study
procedures and objectives, and who to contact for further in-
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quiries. Additionally, it must be clearly communicated that
participation is voluntary and can be withdrawn at any time
(see, for example, U.S. Privacy Act of 1974). Informed con-
sent can be obtained in various ways, depending on national
data protection laws. The two primary methods are opt-in,
where respondents must actively agree, and opt-out, where
consent is assumed unless explicitly declined. There is ev-
idence that opt-out methods yield larger sample sizes. For
example, to match administrative records to the Current Po-
pulation Study (CPS), the U.S. Census Bureau moved from
an opt-in to an opt-out approach in 2006. This resulted
in consent rates nearing 100%, having previously seen re-
fusal rates of up to 30% (Fulton, 2012). In a multi-survey
study, Fulton (2012) further found that consent rates from
opt-out procedures were significantly higher (nearly 100%)
than from opt-in procedures (averaging 69%), regardless of
whether a social security number or health-related identifier
was requested.

While opt-in is legally required in many countries (un-
der the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) in the
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European Union (EU), for example), other countries have
more leeway when it comes to asking for consent. For ex-
ample, under the U.S. Federal Trade Commission (FTC)
Act,1 opt-out is common practice for storing contact ad-
dresses (Johnson et al., 2002). However, even if opt-out is
legally permissible, it might be ethically undesirable. This
is because, by default, the opt-out option implies agreement
if no action is taken, which may be misleading for some sur-
vey respondents. At the same time, optimizing the balance
between achieving a high response rate and respecting peo-
ple’s right to refuse is challenging (Martin & Marker, 2007).
As these authors put it, “i[t] has been clear on a number of
occasions that there are different interpretations of exactly
what is meant by informed consent and what this entails for
ethically acceptable procedures in survey research” (Mar-
tin & Marker, 2007, p. 2261). From the perspective of the
respondent, failure to consent does not necessarily equate
to deliberate refusal (Singer, 1978); people often forget to
consent in a low-cost, low-benefit situation (Quandt & Ohr,
2004) or they simply do not understand the request for con-
sent (Sakshaug et al., 2021).

When opt-out is not possible, and opt-in is not desirable,
a third option is choice, although this has rarely been used.
In a choice design, participants are asked to explicitly agree
or refuse to participate by selecting one of two options (i.e.,
by ticking one of two boxes indicating either consent or re-
fusal). Choice can be seen as a balanced approach, requiring
all respondents—both those who consent and those who do
not—to take action. Unlike the opt-out design, which may
inflate consent rates simply because no action is needed,
and the opt-in design, which may lower consent rates by
requiring a proactive step, the choice option treats all par-
ticipants equally. This approach may thus ensure that both
consenters and non-consenters engage with the decision,
leading to more deliberate and informed responses.

1.2 Asking for consent—empirical evidence

There is an abundance of research on optimizing consent
requests across various domains, ranging from organ dona-
tion for biobanks (e.g., Johnson & Goldstein, 2003), con-
tact tracing (e.g., Altmann et al., 2020) and transferring
contact information to a third-party data-collection agency
(e.g., Sakshaug et al., 2016) to making multiple simultane-
ous requests (e.g., Beuthner et al., 2022; Walzenbach et al.,
2022). In survey research, the most prominent consent re-
quests relate to linking survey data with other data such
as passively collected (e.g., GPS) data (Felderer & Blom,
2019; Keusch et al., 2019), administrative data (Bacher,
2023; Hülle, 2024; Jäckle et al., 2021; Knies et al., 2012;

1 Federal Trade Commission Act of 1914, 15 U. S. C. §§ 41–58.

Kreuter et al., 2016; Sakshaug et al., 2012; Sala et al., 2012;
Yang et al., 2019) or medical records (e.g., Hutchings et al.,
2021).

In longitudinal surveys, the time dimension introduces
activities that differ from the standard practices of cross-
sectional surveys (Lessof, 2009). For example, there is a re-
quirement for “panel consent” to store contact information,
as outlined in the EU GDPR (European Union, 2016, Ar-
ticle 13). As Hülle (2024, p. 2) aptly describes, “[w]ithout
panel consent, a respondent may not be contacted again
to participate in subsequent waves, and thus a longitudinal
data structure cannot be established”. It is clear that the fac-
tors for obtaining panel consent are different to those for
consent to linking survey data: consent to data linkage is
likely to be more affected by trust in the survey organizers
or institutions, whereas agreeing to be recontacted in panel
studies is likely more influenced by participants’ interest in
the survey topic, the effect of the survey on them, and their
enjoyment of the survey process.

In web surveys, the panel consent requests become
particularly challenging, since no interviewer is available
to motivate respondents or answer their questions (Sak-
shaug et al., 2020). This challenge is probably amplified
in probability surveys, compared with nonprobability sur-
veys, since respondents neither self-select into the survey
nor are they chosen based on quotas (Blom et al., 2016;
Edwards & Biddle, 2021). In the randomized multi-mode
German panel survey “Legitimation of Inequality Over
the Life-Span (LINOS)”, Sakshaug et al. (2020) reported
a panel consent rate of 97% for computer-assisted per-
sonal interviews (CAPI) and 46% for self-administered
modes. Follow-ups via postcard—and particularly tele-
phone calls—increased the self-administered consent rate
to 72%. Similarly, Hülle (2024) found a 95% consent rate
in the “German Quality of Life and Social Participation”
computer-assisted telephone interview (CATI) panel study.
Witte et al. (2023) reported consent rates of 84–90% in the
mail-based “German Emigration and Remigration Panel
Study”. Additionally, Tourangeau and Ye (2009) found
panel consent rates ranging from 78% (with gain fram-
ing) to 88% (with loss framing) in a random digit dialling
survey. However, none of these studies compared different
panel consent options. While there is some empirical evi-
dence regarding the effects of different survey modes and
socio-demographic characteristics on panel consent, only
a limited number of studies have experimentally tested var-
ious panel consent options. One such study is by Sakshaug
et al. (2016), which examined consent for transferring
the federal contact data of individuals sampled from an
employment register to a third-party survey agency, and
conducting a subsequent telephone survey using both opt-in
and opt-out designs. The findings indicated that the sample
in the opt-out design was larger and less biased, in terms
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of administrative variables such as demographics, employ-
ment, wages, job-seeking measures, and benefit receipt.
Additionally, there is some evidence suggesting that actual
participation may exhibit offsetting biases. For example,
while older persons are more likely to participate in the
initial survey, they are less likely to agree to the linkage
request after responding. Another study (Montoy et al.,
2016) asking patients to consent to further HIV tests found
that acceptance rates were 38% in the opt-in option, 51%
in the choice option, and 66% in the opt-out option. The
positive opt-out effect was, however, smaller for those with
high-risk behaviours. This demonstrates that the relative
advantage of the opt-out design may fade with increasing
concerns about the topic.

Regarding the relationships between socio-demographic
variables and consent, there is, for example, empirical evi-
dence that a migration background (Hülle, 2024; Sakshaug
et al., 2020) and lower educational attainment reduce link-
age consent (Jäckle et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2019). Re-
garding survey-related variables, respondents are generally
more likely to give linkage consent:

– the greater their understanding of the survey content and
their trust in the confidentiality of the data linkage request
(Jäckle et al., 2021; Sakshaug et al., 2012)

– the higher their trust in the survey organizers (Das &
Couper, 2014), in institutions (Bacher, 2023), and in
science (Hutchings et al., 2021)

– when they find the survey interesting and not too long, or
if the survey topic concerns them (Hülle, 2024 for linkage
and panel consent, Montoy et al., 2016; Sakshaug et al.,
2012; Sala et al., 2012)

– the higher their inattentiveness and satisficing (e.g., ac-
quiescence) (Sakshaug et al., 2012).

These relationships align with findings that individuals
are more likely to participate in surveys if they are more
politically interested (Krosnick et al., 2014), have greater
trust in institutions (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004), partici-
pate in elections more often (Verba, 1995), have a genuine
interest in the survey topic (Dillman et al., 2014; Groves
et al., 2004), experience a lower survey burden (Groves &
Couper, 1998; Groves et al., 2004), and encounter clear,
easy-to-understand questions (Schuman & Presser, 1996).

1.3 Research questions and contributions

Given the low consent rates in web surveys, and the lack of
research on panel consent options—especially in the gen-
eral population or in ongoing surveys—we investigate the
following research questions:

1. Which consent option (choice, opt-in, opt-out) yields the
highest panel consent rate in a probability-based online
survey?

2. Which consent option provides the least panel consent
bias for socio-demographic characteristics, political atti-
tudes, and survey-related variables?

Socio-demographic variables are sometimes included in
the sampling frame and can easily be corrected for in mul-
tivariate models. In addition, they are generally less im-
portant for consent bias, with the exception of educational
attainment (Sakshaug et al., 2012). We will therefore fo-
cus on bias related to education, and political and survey-
related variables, which are more important for assessing
consent bias. For the sake of transparency and complete-
ness, we first examine bias on socio-demographic variables
(other than education), before turning to the more critical
variables that determine bias in our empirical analyses.

Since people can still refuse to participate in the follow-
up wave, even after having given panel consent, we addi-
tionally analyse:

3. What is the actual participation rate and participation
bias for socio-demographic characteristics, political atti-
tudes, and survey-related variables in the first follow-up
survey wave after having given panel consent?

Again, when analysing the biases in actual participa-
tion, we focus on biases regarding political and survey-
related variables, as well as education. Our article extends
the limited research on how to ask for panel consent by ex-
perimenting with three consent options, investigating their
implications in terms of panel consent rates and bias. In ad-
dition, it (1) is based on a probability-based sample using
the web as survey mode, (2) includes the choice option, and
(3) analyses actual participation and bias in the follow-up
wave.

As a hypothesis, we expect to have the most panel con-
senters in the opt-out design, and the fewest in the opt-
in design. With respect to bias, there is empirical evidence
that concern with the survey topic is associated with in-
verse consent rates: for example, Montoy and colleagues
(2016) found that people with higher HIV risks exhibited
the highest rate of consent to an HIV test in the opt-in de-
sign, a lower rate in the choice design, and the lowest rate
in the opt-out design. For our study, we hypothesize that
consenters in the three designs have similar distributions of
socio-demographic variables. Yet, in line with Montoy et al.
(2016), we expect fewer people who are more concerned
by the survey topic, and therefore typically overrepresented
in political surveys (i.e., higher educated, politically inter-
ested people, left voters, those with positive feelings about
the survey, etc.), in the consenting group under the opt-out
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design, relative to the choice and in particular the opt-in
design.

Finally, panel consent bias may be offset to some extent
when it comes to actually participating in the follow-up
survey.

2 Data and methods

2.1 Data

We use data from an experiment implemented in the Panel
Survey of the Swiss Election Study 2019 (Selects, 2024).
A probability sample of 25,575 Swiss nationals, aged 18
or older living in Switzerland, was drawn from an individ-
ual register sampling frame maintained by the Swiss Fed-
eral Statistical Office (FSO). The initial survey consisted of
three parts, with the third part scheduled to take place after
the federal elections of October 2019. At the end of Part 3
of the questionnaire, yearly “short follow-up surveys” were
announced to complement this initial three-part survey (the
precise wording of the consent requests are provided later
in this section). Descriptive statistics of the socio-demo-
graphic frame variables are listed for the gross sample, and
for Part 1 and Part 3 respondents, in Table A.1 in the Ap-
pendix.

For Part 1 (AAPOR RR2 response rate: 31%), conducted
between 20 May and 8 July, 2019, sample members were
pre-notified by a letter with information on the survey, ex-
plaining that it consisted of three parts. They then received
a second letter including the URL to participate in the sur-
vey, a personal login code, and a postal cheque of 10 Swiss
francs (about 10 Euros) that respondents could cash at any
post office. Up to two postal reminders were then sent.

Part 2 (conditional AAPOR RR2 response rate: 68%)
was conducted among respondents of Part 1 during the elec-
tion campaign, between 2 September and 17 October, 2019.
The invitations were again sent by letter, followed by up to
two reminders by e-mail (for respondents with a known
e-mail address) or letter (otherwise). To boost enrolment
in the survey and to reduce attrition, participants who re-
sponded to all three parts of the survey in 2019 were entered
in a lottery to win one of five iPads; this was communicated
in the reminders.

The fieldwork for Part 3 (conditional AAPOR RR2 re-
sponse rate: 65%) started one day after the federal elections
of 20 October and lasted until 9 December, 2019. All re-
spondents from Part 1 were recontacted, regardless of their
participation in Part 2, and up to three reminders were sent
by e-mail (for respondents with a known e-mail address)
or letter (otherwise). As in Part 2, sample members were
told in the reminder letters that they would participate in

the iPad lottery if they responded to all three parts of the
survey. At the end of Part 3, an experiment was conducted
to determine the best way of asking respondents for panel
consent, in this case to participate in short annual follow-
up surveys until the next federal election in 2023. In the
experiment, three consent request designs were employed
and worded as follows:2

– Choice design: “Do you agree to be contacted by Selects
for follow-up surveys? <Yes/No>”.

– Opt-in design (active consent): “If you agree to be con-
tacted again for short follow-up surveys, please click the
box below:” followed by: “I agree to be contacted by Se-
lects for follow-up surveys.”

If the respondent did not click the box, an additional ques-
tion was asked: “You did not click the box to be recon-
tacted for follow-up surveys. We understand your decision
and thank you again for your participation in the Selects
2019 survey. If you did not click the box by mistake, you
can still click it below. We would be very pleased to count
on your help to continue our study.”

– Opt-out design (passive consent): “If you do not agree
to be contacted again for short follow-up surveys, please
click the box below:”followed by: “I do not want to be
contacted by Selects for follow-up surveys.”

Respondents were randomly assigned to the three design
groups, but the groups were of different sizes: because we
expected a lower consent rate in the opt-in design, we as-
signed fewer respondents to this group to reduce the risk of
losing too many respondents. Similarly, we assigned more
respondents to the choice design because we considered
this option the most appropriate from an ethical point of
view.

The first follow-up wave (conditional AAPOR RR2 re-
sponse rate: 85%) was conducted one year after the federal
elections, between 28 September and 2 November, 2020.
A week in advance, consenting respondents from Part 3
received a pre-notification letter informing them about the
upcoming survey. Sample members received up to three re-

2 All three requests were introduced as follows: “Thank you very much
for completing the survey on the 2019 federal elections! You have thus
made an important contribution to Swiss election research. Until the
next federal elections, short follow-up surveys will be conducted for
the first time as part of Selects to investigate the development of opin-
ion formation between two elections. These take place only once a year
and last a maximum of 10min. We hope to be able to count on your
help. Of course, your participation in these surveys is voluntary, and
you can drop out at any time.” In all three cases, if the respondent
agreed to be contacted again, or did not opt out, the following statement
was added: “Your contact data will be used exclusively for these fol-
low-up surveys. They will be treated strictly confidentially and deleted
at the end of the study.” Note: English translation of original text in
German, French, and Italian by the authors.
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minders (two by e-mail, one by letter). Respondents were
offered 10 Swiss francs for their participation in the fol-
low-up wave, or 20 Swiss francs if we considered them
less likely to participate.3

The analytical sample comprises 4655 respondents who
answered the consent question from Part 3.4 We imputed all
independent variables using chained equations (van Buuren
et al., 1999). Eight of the variables used in the analyses (see
below) contained missing values (education, left-right posi-
tion, political interest, participation in 2019 federal election,
trust in institutions, survey is interesting, length of the sur-
vey is adequate, survey questions are easy to understand).
Of all respondents, 4238 had no missing values, 367 had
one, 17 had two, 28 had three, and five had four missing
values.

2.2 Variables and methods

To examine panel consent bias, we used socio-demographic
variables as well as political attitudes and survey-related
variables that relate to consent, as identified in the liter-
ature (see Background section). Specifically, we used the
following variables and categories:

Socio-demographic variables (mostly from the sampling
frame) (Lipps & Pekari, 2021; Sakshaug et al., 2020), mod-
elled as nominal:

– age categories: 18–24, 25–34, 35–44, 45–54, 55–64,
65–74, 75 + years old

– household size: 1, 2, 3, 4 + persons
– marital status: single, married, widowed, divorced
– sex: woman, man
– living in the German-speaking region, versus a French-

or Italian-speaking region of Switzerland
– migration background: no, yes
– landline phone ownership at home: no, yes

3 We defined respondents as being less likely to participate if they said,
in Part 1, that they are “not at all” or “rather not” interested in politics,
or if they systematically responded to the surveys they participated in
only after the second reminder. Since this category was defined before
the experiment commenced, the incentive should have been randomly
allocated across the three experimental groups. A cross-check of the
incentive groups with the experimental conditions confirms this.
4 Of the 7939 sample members invited to participate in Part 3, 5125
completed the survey. We dropped 470 respondents who were assigned
to the choice group, but who had not received a consent question due to
a programming error during a particular fieldwork period. During this
time, the choice question did not show up, which may have violated
the randomization to different consent forms. We fixed this problem by
including a dummy variable for this time period, and then making sure
that controlling the interacted consent forms with this dummy did not
change the results in the multivariate analyses. Finally, we set panel
consent for 16 respondents who skipped the question in the choice de-
sign to 0 (does not agree).

– education level (measured in Part 1): 13 ordinal cate-
gories5 modelled as linear

Political attitudes (mostly measured in Part 1):

– political left-right position: 0 = left, ..., 10 = right, mod-
elled as linear

– political interest: 0 = none at all, ..., 3 = very high, mod-
elled as linear

– participation in 2019 federal election (measured in Part 2
and/or Part 3): no, yes

– trust in institutions6 (measured in Part 3): 0 = no trust, ...,
10 = full trust, modelled as linear

Survey-related variables (measured in Part 3), modelled
as linear:

– survey is interesting: 0 = not at all, ..., 4 = absolutely
– length of the survey is adequate: 0 = not at all, ..., 4 =

absolutely
– survey questions are easy to understand: 0 = not at all, ...,

4 = absolutely

Education stands out in the group of socio-demographic
variables because it is not included in the sampling frame
and—more importantly—it strongly influences nonre-
sponse. Therefore, we include education in the group of
critical variables alongside political attitudes and survey-
related factors.

Our analytic strategy is to first calculate the panel con-
sent rates across the three designs, and then compare con-
senters with non-consenters across the three designs with
respect to the variables listed above. Specifically, we calcu-
late the r-indicator in each design (Schouten et al., 2009)
first with respect to the socio-demographic variables, and
then with respect to the critical political, educational, and
survey-related variables. The r-indicator calculates the sim-
ilarity between consenters and non-consenters in terms of
the covariates, and is defined as:

r.¡/ = 1 − 2S.¡/

with ρ denoting the predicted response probabilities and
S(ρ) their standard deviation. The r-indicator has a range

5 1 No completed education, 2 Primary school, 3 Secondary school,
4 Basic vocational training, 5 Vocational training/apprenticeship,
6 Diploma school, 7 Trade school, 8 Secondary school vocational
diploma, 9 High school/school preparing for the baccalaureate,
10 Higher vocational education with federal diploma, 11 Higher
vocational college: technical, economics, social work, etc., 12 Univer-
sity of applied sciences/pedagogical university, 13 University, Federal
Institute of Technology.
6 Mean of trust in the Federal Council, Federal Assembly, political par-
ties at national level, cantonal authorities, municipal authorities, Swiss
National Bank, justice/courts, police.
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between 0 and 1, where 1 is perfectly representative (i.e.,
all individuals have the same predicted consent probability)
and 0 deviating maximally from representativeness. Com-
pared with pseudo R2 measures (Hemmert et al., 2018), the
r-indicator is comparable across different datasets, normal-
ized, and easy to interpret (Schouten et al., 2009, 2012).

2.3 Timing of obtaining panel consent, sample, and
conditioning effects

Scholars agree that the ideal time to obtain panel consent
is during the first wave of fieldwork, typically at the end
of the questionnaire (Hülle, 2024; Lessof, 2009). However,
there may be reasons to delay this request. For instance,
new funding or events like the COVID-19 pandemic may
prompt additional waves (e.g., Haas et al., 2021), requir-
ing panel consent. Early introduction of the panel nature
can overwhelm respondents, increase concerns about pri-
vacy, or lead to nonresponse due to the perceived long-term
commitment (Bianchi et al., 2017; Eisnecker & Kroh, 2017;
Lugtig, 2014; Tourangeau & Ye, 2009). Delaying consent
can help build rapport (Sakshaug & Huber, 2016; Sakshaug
et al., 2020) and aligns with loss framing by emphasizing
the importance of responses already given (Sakshaug et al.,
2019, 2021). In some cases, as in our study, the first wave
may have multiple parts, with consent requested at the end
of the final part. By not asking earlier, we prioritized max-
imizing Part 2 and Part 3 participation (high N and small
standard errors (SE) and probably smaller bias) over lon-
gitudinal participation (more longitudinal respondents and
within variance).

It is possible that Part 3 respondents are already more
cooperative, leaving fewer people with characteristics typ-
ical of nonrespondents (i.e., Part 3 respondents might al-
ready be—at least to some degree—panel-conditioned). To
test this, we compared the gross sample (N = 25,575) with
Part 1 respondents (N = 7939) and Part 3 respondents (N =
5125). Using socio-demographic variables from the sam-
pling frame and logistic regression models, we found an
r-indicator of 0.84 for Part 1 and 0.87 for Part 3. This sug-
gests that the Part 1 sample is slightly more biased than

Table 1

Panel consent rates by design

Design N Meana SE r-indicator (socio-demo) r-indicator (polit/edu/survey)

Choice (yes/no) 2114 0.631 0.010 0.897 0.549

Opt-in 958 0.600 0.016 0.881 0.614

Opt-out 1583 0.708 0.011 0.822 0.664

a If the (weak) violation of the randomization (see Footnote 4) is accounted for, the choice-adjusted mean amounts to 0.601 for opt-in and to
0.703 for opt-out

Part 3, even though only Part 1 respondents were invited to
participate in Part 3. We also compared Part 1 and Part 3 re-
spondents on political variables ascertained in Part 1 (polit-
ical interest, left-right position) and education. Those with
lower education and political interest levels, along with
right-wing voting tendencies, are often underrepresented in
surveys, especially political surveys (Groves et al., 2004;
Lipps & Pekari, 2016). As expected, political interest and
education were significantly higher at the 5% level, and
right-leaning positions significantly lower at the 10% le-
vel among Part 3 participants, aligning with known con-
ditioning effects. In evaluating panel consent bias, we will
consider lower political interest and education, and a more
right-leaning political position, as reducing this bias.

3 Results

3.1 Panel consent

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics of panel consent rates
across the three designs. In line with our expectation, the
opt-out option produces higher mean consent rates than opt-
in, with the choice option in a middle position and closer to
opt-in. The difference between opt-in and choice is insignif-
icant (Pr(|T| > |t|) = 0.11), while opt-out fares significantly
differently from the other two designs on the 1% signifi-
cance level.

To examine whether the different designs produce dif-
ferent levels of bias with respect to the socio-demographic
variables, we compare consenters with non-consenters in
each of the three designs. First, we calculate r-indicators
based on these variables (see Table 1). While the r-indi-
cator in the choice design amounts to 0.897, it amounts
to 0.881 in the opt-in design and only 0.822 in the opt-
out design. This means that consenters are least similar to
non-consenters in the opt-out design with respect to socio-
demographic variables.

For the combined political attitudes, education, and sur-
vey-related variables, the r-indicators are 0.549 for choice,
0.614 for opt-in, and 0.664 for opt-out. This means that
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Fig. 1

Predicted effects on panel consent depending on selected variables, by design

consenters are most similar to non-consenters in the opt-
out design, and least similar in the choice design, in terms
of the consent-critical variables.

Given that these variables are the focus of our bias anal-
ysis, we examine the relationship between each of them and
the three consent options separately. Specifically, we esti-
mate eight pooled (across all three designs) logistic models
including the interaction of the design dummies with each
of these (linear) political/survey variables. Fig. 1 depicts
the predicted effects on panel consent depending on these
variables in the three designs.

All variables have a significant effect on consent in all
three options (except for trust in institutions and left-right
position in the opt-out design) and according to our theoret-
ical considerations, values closer to the 0-line indicate less
bias. For most variables, there is no difference in consent
across design options as levels increase, except for interest

Table 2

Participation in the follow-up wave by experimental design

Design N Mean SE r-indicator (socio-demo) r-indicator (polit/edu/survey)

Choice (yes/no) 2114 0.518 0.011 0.897 0.591

Opt-in 958 0.505 0.016 0.855 0.623

Opt-out 1583 0.575 0.012 0.797 0.662

in the survey and survey length assessment. In these cases,
the effect of higher variable values on consent is smaller
in the opt-out option than in the choice option. According
to our criteria, this supports the opt-out option as the best
solution, as consenters and non-consenters are more similar
in the opt-out option. This finding is in line with the high-
est r-indicator for political attitudes, education, and survey-
related variables in the opt-out design, and the lowest in the
choice design.

3.2 Actual participation in the follow-up wave

We repeat these analyses using actual participation in the
follow-up wave as the dependent variable. We use all partic-
ipants of Part 3 as the baseline, and assign a 0 participation
to the non-consenters. We include non-consenters to maxi-
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Fig. 2

Predicted effects on participation in the follow-up wave depending on selected variables, by design

mize the number and representativeness of the participants
in the follow-up wave based on all participants of Part 3,
not only the consenting part.

As with the distribution of consent across the three de-
signs (see Table 1), we list the mean participation rates and
the r-indicators in Table 2.

Table 2 shows that the opt-out design produces the high-
est mean participation rate in the follow-up wave, followed
by the choice design. Again, the difference between opt-in
and choice is insignificant (Pr(|T| > |t|) = 0.50), while opt-
out is significantly different from the other two designs on
the 1% significance level. The r-indicators for the socio-
demographic variables are similar to those from the panel
consent analysis. This means that respondents in the fol-
low-up wave are least similar to nonrespondents in the opt-
out design. With respect to political attitudes, education,
and survey-related variables, however, participants are most
similar to non-participants in the opt-out design and least
similar in the choice design; this is in line with the result
obtained for consenters vs non-consenters in Table 1. The
higher value for the choice design (0.591 vs 0.549) suggests
an offsetting effect compared to consent, as the values of
the other options are almost equal (0.623 vs 0.614 for opt-
in, 0.662 vs 0.664 for opt-out).

Replicating Fig. 1 on actual participation in the follow-
up wave, Fig. 2 plots the effects of political attitudes, edu-
cation, and survey-related variables.

We find the graphs from Fig. 1 largely reproduced in
Fig. 2. Exceptions are that education no longer has a signifi-
cant effect in the opt-in design, and the confidence intervals
of the survey length in the opt-out and choice designs now
overlap. Overall, however, the effects of these variables are
similar on panel consent and participation in the follow-up
wave in the designs.

4 Conclusion

In this paper, we tested three options for requesting sur-
vey respondents’ panel consent: choice, opt-in, and opt-
out. Three research questions guided our empirical analy-
ses. We first analysed the three options in terms of con-
sent rates (i.e., which option yields the highest level of
consent). Second, using a selection of socio-demographic
characteristics from the sampling frame, as well as polit-
ical attitudes, education, and survey-related variables, we
sought to understand which of the three options produces
the least panel consent bias among respondents. Third, we
analysed the rates of actual participation in the first follow-
up wave, and biases among all respondents, using the same
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variables as in the consent analysis. We expected the high-
est panel consent rates in the opt-out option and the lowest
in the opt-in option. While we anticipated similar socio-de-
mographic distributions among consenters and participants
across all three designs, we also expected more individuals
with typical nonresponse characteristics among the opt-out
consenters.

Consistent with findings from Montoy et al. (2016) and
Sakshaug et al. (2016), and in line with our expectations,
panel consent is significantly higher in the opt-out option,
although there is no significant difference between the other
two options. While consenters in the opt-out option are
the least similar to non-consenters in terms of socio-demo-
graphic variables, they are more similar to non-consenters in
terms of typical nonrespondent characteristics, such as po-
litical interest and survey perception. This pattern still holds
for actual participation in the follow-up wave, although we
find some evidence that sample bias in actual participation
offsets consent bias to some extent. Overall, our results
show that the opt-out design results in better population
representation among consenters. It should be noted that
the opt-out design is not permissible in some countries. In
these cases, the opt-in design would be the second-best so-
lution because it produces less bias than choice regarding
typical nonrespondent characteristics.

This research has some shortcomings. For example, we
worked with (single) imputed data, although we do not
think that the results are sensitive to how the independent
variables are imputed. In addition, instead of using Part 1 re-
spondents (who had a 31% response rate), we conducted the
experiment on Part 3 respondents, who account for 20% of
the original sample. We do not believe this compromises
the generalizability of our results, however. The compar-
ison between Part 1 and Part 3 respondents on political
variables shows that our sample in Part 3 is slightly more
conditioned than in Part 1, similar to how different surveys
vary in response rates and conditioning levels depending
on general nonresponse levels and fieldwork effort. Since
our key finding—that the opt-out design yields the highest
level of panel consent—aligns with theory, it is likely ro-
bust to similarly conditioned samples. Given the sample’s
conditioning, our results may be slightly weaker than they
would have been had we used a less conditioned sample,
such as respondents to Part 1.

This research can be extended in various ways. For
example, future studies could correlate consent and/or
participation with additional variables such as previous
participation behaviour (in our case, (non)participation in
Part 2), item nonresponse, or reporting behaviour such
as straightlining (Sakshaug et al., 2012). They could also
experiment more explicitly with the choice design based on
theoretical concepts, such as gain framing or loss framing
statements cross-referenced with different default answer

options (see, for example, Sakshaug et al., 2019 for a fram-
ing experiment linking interview data with administrative
records).

These additional design elements notwithstanding, our
research clearly demonstrates that the opt-out design re-
sults in a higher level of consent and better representation
of typically underrepresented groups. This result also holds
for actual participation in follow-up surveys, indicating that
behaviour in low-cost situations (giving panel consent) may
well translate into a corresponding behaviour in high-cost
situations (actually participating in the next wave). Wher-
ever an opt-out design complies with informed consent re-
quirements, therefore, we would strongly recommend that
it be the chosen option in (panel) surveys.
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