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When assessing the survey climate in the mid-1940s, a poll on the polls documented the Amer-
ican public’s high level of confidence in scientific surveys with respect to survey methodology
and trust in survey results. This picture has dramatically changed since then in United States
of America and elsewhere, as concerns such as over-surveying, declining response rates, the
problem of professional respondents, failures of polls to predict elections results, new privacy
regulations, and increasing costs have presented various challenges, which scientific surveys
struggle to overcome. This special issue presents seven empirical contributions to the study of
the survey climate, with data from six countries to depict various aspects of the survey climate
and illustrating the interactions between surveys and society. Four contributions address method-
ological challenges, particularly in relation to an enhanced understanding and documentation of
survey nonresponse, whereas three contributions focus on public trust in official statistics and
reports of survey results. Overall, we view this special issue as a starting point of a continued
documentation of developments related to the survey climate and discussions on how scientific
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rigor can be maintained in an increasingly challenging societal environment.
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1 Introduction

In 1944, Goldman published a report on a “poll on the polls”
(Goldman, 1944). He felt this study was necessary because
polls were established through a claim of methodological
rigor as a scientific method but were facing “serious and
widespread criticism” (Goldman, 1944: 461). He used the
method of a poll on the polls to understand how the Amer-
ican public viewed polls. After reporting the results, his
conclusion was “a striking vote of confidence,” which was
based on knowledge about polls, positive attitudes toward
their value, and trust in their results (Goldman, 1944: 467).
At that time, the main criticism about polls was not based
on their methodology, but rather on whether those conduct-
ing the polls had the intention of producing accurate results,
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whether polls were interpreted fairly, and whether polls con-
tributed to the functioning of democracy (Goldman, 1944).

Almost 80 years later, after a period which featured
an enormous expansion of survey-based research, a group
of American survey researchers and polling practitioners
published a joint article in which they state twelve recom-
mendations to protect the “integrity of survey research”
(Jamieson et al., 2023). Their article makes clear that
the criticism of polls and surveys has shifted toward the
methodology itself. Additionally, Kim et al. (2011: 165)
documented a “markedly negative shift in attitudes toward
public opinion researchers and polls across several dimen-
sions between the mid-1990s and the first decade of the
2000s.”

Taken together, these developments should not come as
a surprise when Tourangeau, stated that “[i]t seems obvi-
ous ‘to the ear’ that the survey and polling business is in
crisis” (Tourangeau, 2017: 803). Similarly, in 2018, John-
son recognized that survey research and social statistics at
large have become a target of a societal delegitimization
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process (Johnson, 2018). In fact, there are many reasons
why we as a profession should be concerned about the cur-
rent survey climate. Those reasons include over-surveying
and survey fatigue (Leeper, 2019; Sinickas, 2007; Weiner
& Dalessio, 2006), declining response rates (Keeter, 2018;
Schoeni et al., 2013; Tourangeau, 2017), sociodemographic
bias (Stein et al., 2025; Tolonen et al., 2006), the problem
of professional respondents (Hillygus et al., 2014; Matthi-
jsse et al., 2015; Silber et al., 2023), failures of polls to
predict elections results (Durand et al., 2001; Sturgis et al.,
2018), new privacy regulations (Bauer et al., 2022), increas-
ing costs of face-to-face surveys (Tourangeau, 2017; Wolf
et al., 2021), and the widespread usage and publication of
the results from non-probability surveys without adequate
descriptions of their limitations (Cornesse et al. 2020; Jerit
& Barabas, 2023; Kohler, 2019; Kohler & Post, 2023) to
only name a few obvious challenges that can affect the ac-
curacy and usefulness of surveys. Recent research has also
identified conditions under which members of the public
have lower credibility assessments of poll results that dis-
agree with their own prior beliefs, attitudes, or candidate
preferences (Johnson et al., 2024; Kuru et al., 2017; 2020a;
2020b; Madson & Hillygus 2020).

The term “survey climate” to assess a survey’s role in so-
ciety was coined by Lyberg and Lyberg (1991), who stud-
ied nonresponse trends in Sweden. Since then, the term
has been broadened and includes “willingness to partici-
pate,” “public opinion about surveys,” and “general societal
characteristics” (Loosveldt & Joye, 2016). Echoing this en-
compassing view of surveys and their role in society, recent
work from Germany suggested that declining trust in insti-
tutions, including trust in science, and lower levels of civic
engagement might be directly related to lower willingness
to participate in surveys (Silber et al., 2022). Altogether,
challenges for scientific surveys arise from multiple fronts,
suggesting a pressing need for related research from multi-
ple perspectives.

The research presented in this special issue on the survey
climate can be categorized into two distinct groups. The
first is research on survey methods, especially related to
explaining and documenting survey nonresponse, and the
second is research on survey attitudes, especially on public
trust in official statistics and in reports of survey results. The
seven articles in this special issue are international in scope,
covering various countries and regions, that is, Germany,
Hungary, the Netherlands, Sweden, the United Kingdom,
and the United States.

With respect to the special issue’s contributions re-
garding survey methods, Lundmark and Backstrom (2025)
present survey results covering three decades (1993 to
2023) in Sweden as well as a comparison with adminis-
trative register data. The authors show that increases in
nonresponse cannot be explained by alternative factors

such as birth cohort replacement or immigration patterns,
so they identify declining willingness to participate as the
main driver of growing nonparticipation.

A second contribution, by Klingwort and Toepoel
(2025), uses a meta-analytic approach for the area of crime
research conducted between 2001 and 2021 in Germany.
The authors examine the influence of several survey design
features on response rates. This approach allows them to
explain a large proportion of the heterogeneity across stud-
ies. Specifically, surveys conducted in later years exhibit
lower response rates, the Computer-Assisted Telephone
Interview (CATI) mode yields lower response rates com-
pared to other survey modes, and surveys conducted by
universities tend to have higher response rates than those
conducted by ministries.

Third, Rosche et al. (2025) used data from the LISS
Panel in the Netherlands to analyze unit nonresponse and
attrition. The authors were able to make use of the survey
attitude scale (De Leeuw et al. 2019), which was annually
collected in the LISS Panel between 2008 and 2013. The
authors first establish that the survey attitude scale captures
both variation and stability of attitudes across waves with
about two-thirds of the variance being related to stable pat-
terns. In a second step, they compared the predictive power
of the survey attitude scale to respondents’ psychographic
and sociodemographic profiles, showing that while the pro-
files performed better in predicting unit nonresponse, the
survey attitudes were superior in predicting panel attrition.

Fourth, Herold et al. (2025) used German data from
the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe
(SHARE), a multidisciplinary and cross-national panel da-
tabase, to investigate item nonresponse to the income ques-
tion and agreement of respondents to link their survey data
to external data obtained by the German pension insurance.
As explanatory variables, the authors were able to incorpo-
rate additional questions on trust in institutions that conduct
surveys, survey-related privacy concerns, attitudes toward
surveys, as well as attitudes toward revealing someone’s
personal income in a paper-and-pencil drop-off question-
naire. The authors found that concerns about data privacy
and negative attitudes toward revealing income were posi-
tively associated with item nonresponse. They also discov-
ered that lower levels of trust in institutions that conduct
surveys, data privacy concerns, and perceptions of survey
burden reduced linkage consent rates.

Turning to the special issue’s contributions regarding
survey attitudes, Maslovskaya and Bianchi (2025) doc-
umented an increase in trust in official statistics in the UK
between 2014 and 2021. However, at least some of this
increase may have been due to higher levels of unit non-
response in later years. Factors that may have influenced
trust in official statistics positively in 2021 might be the UK
Census, which was also conducted in the same year, and
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frequent reporting of official health statistics in the con-
text of the COVID-19 pandemic. The authors also showed
lower trust levels of older and less educated respondents
compared to their younger and more educated counterparts.

Investigating trust in survey result reports, Stefkovics
and Kmetty (2025) conducted a cross-cultural replication
and extension of a study by Stadtmiiller et al. (2022). Using
data collected in Hungary and the United States, the authors
implemented vignette experiments of survey result reports
with respect to two topics: commuter allowances and immi-
gration in which survey quality information, sponsors, and
the studies’ results were systematically varied. The study’s
findings indicate that communicating to respondents that
the sample size was larger enhanced trust, and individuals
with higher levels of education attribute more importance to
methodological information, regardless of the topic, in both
countries. Furthermore, the study revealed that the degree of
respondents’ political polarization affected how they inter-
preted survey results, especially those that supported their
own views, which also interacted with the study’s sponsor.

The survey attitude section features a second study on
trust in survey result reports by Holbrook et al. (2025),
which is based on three vignette experiments conducted in
different telephone interviews in the state of Ohio in the
United States. In this contribution, the authors developed
a dual processing model of survey results reports, which
suggests that individuals evaluate more methodologically
rigorous surveys only more positively when they are both
able and motivated to fulfill the respective response task
accurately.

In summary, we view the articles within this special is-
sue as a first step toward depicting crucial aspects of the in-
ternational survey climate, enabling researchers to respond
in an informed manner to the current crisis of scientific
surveys. Specifically, the four methodological contributions
included systematic approaches using meta-analysis, long
time trends data, administrative data, and repeated survey
attitude measures to better understand and predict survey
nonresponse. Moreover, the three articles included in the at-
titudinal section provide new insights into the development
of trust in official statistics and the processing of reports
of survey results, especially with respect to the underlying
data collection methods of reported survey results.

This topical collection of original articles should serve
as a starting point on a continuing discussion about survey
climate and trust in scientific surveys. We believe that there
is a clear demand for more comparative research to under-
stand (country-level) characteristics that might be affecting
perceptions toward surveys and trust in official statistics.
Also, the consequences of these issues for sustained fund-
ing of data collections by policymakers and elected officials
must be considered. With increasing costs and decreasing
response rates, conducting high quality scientific surveys

becomes more and more challenging. Innovative strategies
to uphold methodological rigor while mitigating the chal-
lenging environment need to be developed. Until now, one
of the most important initiatives in this context might be
AAPOR’s Transparency Initiative, which was established in
2014 and encompasses a comprehensive list of methodolog-
ical procedures that research organizations should disclose
when reporting survey-based findings (AAPOR, 2021).
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