Survey and Statistical Computing V. Developments in the Survey Process 
Edited by M. Trotman et al.

Compilation © 2007 Association for Survey Computing

2
Survey Analysis
Author: Title, from Document Properties
3

Weighting for Non-Response

Peter Lynn

Keywords Non-response is a problem that pervades almost all survey research. This paper reviews ways in which adjustments for the biasing effects of non-response can be made at the analysis stage. The emphasis is practical rather than theoretical. Practical constraints on the choice of weighting method (or whether to weight at all) are discussed, as well as statistical implications and how to assess them, and methods of developing a weighting scheme. Ways of obtaining information about non-respondents, or about the population, are discussed. Some suggestions are made for improving the prevalence and quality of non-response weighting. The discussion is illustrated with real examples from surveys carried out by SCPR.
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1. Introduction

Almost all survey research suffers from non-response. Non-response is a failure to collect required data from a sample member. It can take one of two forms: unit non-response is a failure to collect any information at all from a sampled unit, whereas item non-response is a failure to collect a particular item of information from a sampled unit which has supplied other information. This paper concerns unit non-response, and will limit discussion to the case of quantitative surveys with pre-selected random samples. 

Statistically, non-response
 causes two types of problems. First, by reducing the sample size it causes an increase in the standard errors of estimates. This is a minor issue, as the approximate level of non-response can usually be predicted, so the selected sample size can be set at an appropriate level to yield (approximately) a required achieved sample size. The second and more important problem caused by non-response is the introduction of bias. If the non-respondents are not a random subset of the sample - in other words, if their characteristics differ systematically - then the achieved sample will produce biased population estimates. It is for this reason that survey researchers are concerned about non-response.

[ snipped ...]

2. Sources of Information about Non-Respondents

To study the nature of non-response bias it is necessary to compare respondents with non-respondents. Typically, there is a wealth of relevant information available about the respondents (from the survey), but little is known about non-respondents.

Sampling Frame

One source of information about non-respondents is the sampling frame. The SSLS data in table 1 is fairly typical of the information that might be available in a survey where the sample is drawn from administrative records of some kind. The information comes from the sampling frame, and is limited to a few basic descriptors. In the case of the SSLS, the sampling frame contains information on qualifications gained at school, sex, stage of leaving school, school type, and region. In fact, this particular sampling frame is perhaps more informative than many, as qualifications and stage of leaving in particular are quite highly correlated with a number of key survey estimates. Even so, the information is limited.
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� The term non-response will be used as shorthand for unit non-response.
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