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Abstract 

 

Experiments, unlike observational studies, are rarely criticized for yielding invalid causal 

inferences.  However, I identify measurement error as a threat to causal inference of an 

experiment.  In particular, acquiescence bias, a common and substantial source of measurement 

error within surveys, may be correlated with experimental manipulations. Using data from a 

survey experiment embedded in a Deliberative Poll, I find that acquiescence bias causes 

significant measurement error and that the bias differs before and after deliberation.  I conclude 

that even experimental researchers should heed the recommendation by questionnaire design 

researchers to refrain from asking agree/disagree questions completely and instead ask only 

construct-specific questions to avoid this threat to validity. 
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Introduction 

The well-known strength of experiments is their internal validity gained from random 

assignment of subjects to treatment groups.  There are only two common and related criticisms 

of experiments.  First, critics may raise procedural concerns, such as haphazard versus true 

random assignment.  Second, critics may question the interpretation of the experimental 

manipulation.  Rarely, if ever, do critics call the internal validity (that is, the basis of a causal 

inference) of a well-administered experiment into question.  In this paper, I identify that 

measurement error as a real threat to internal validity. 

One important type of measurement error is acquiescence bias, the tendency of some 

respondents to agree with a statement independent of its content.  The harm of acquiescence bias 

has been fairly well documented by researchers studying questionnaire design.  Three findings 

are relevant.  First, agree/disagree questions are highly susceptible to acquiescence bias.  Second, 

the bias is substantial.  Third, acquiescence increases when respondents are less motivated to 

optimize their answers.   

Until now, acquiescence bias been ignored by experimental researchers.  Many 

experiments use surveys to gather data.  In these surveys, agree/disagree questions are quite 

common. The potential threat is that a common secondary effect of experiment treatment may be 

to change how motivated a respondent is. Hence, experiments that both use agree/disagree 

questions and explore treatments that affect the motivation of respondents may have 

measurement error that is correlated with treatment. When measurement error is correlated with 

treatment, then causal inference may not be valid.  

This paper proceeds as follows: in the first section, I review the acquiescence bias 

literature: what acquiescence bias is, why it occurs, and how much contamination it causes.  In 
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the second section, I apply the theory to a political example, Deliberative Polling. I define 

Deliberative Polling, identify how acquiescence bias threatens the validity of its conclusions and 

review the procedure and results of a survey experiment embedded in a Deliberative Poll.  In the 

third section, I explore the significance for experimental research in political science and propose 

a strategy to avoid the threat of contamination. 

What Acquiescence Bias Is 

Concerns about acquiescence bias can be traced back to Cronbach and his pioneering 

work on measurement error. In his works, he developed two different concepts of acquiescence.  

Since he does not explicitly distinguish these two different concepts of concepts, I will label 

them as ―nonrandom guessers‖ and ―logically inconsistent guessers‖ and define them below. 

―Nonrandom guessers‖ always pick the same response in true/false items when they are 

uncertain of the correct answer.  Cronbach (1941, 1942) showed that poor students do better on 

questions when the correct answer is true because poor students were more likely to guess true 

than false.  In addition, he found that tests with questions where the correct answers are false 

yield more reliable and valid measures of knowledge.   

In contrast, ―logically inconsistent guessers‖ are respondents who demonstrate ―any 

tendency causing a person consistently to make different responses to test items than he would 

have made if the same content had been presented in a different form.‖ (Cronbach, 1946)  In 

other words, a logically inconsistent guesser might agree with a statement when prompted ―do 

you agree or disagree‖ but disagree with the same statement if the prompt is reversed to ―do you 

disagree or agree‖. 

Rorer (1965) points out that these two definitions are technically independent.  For 

example, the logically inconsistent guesser in the example above is not a nonrandom guesser.  
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Conversely, a nonrandom guesser may answer ―true‖ on every question in a particular survey 

without logically contradicting herself. 

Modern references to acquiescence bias seems to have settled on Cronbach’s first 

definition, non-random guessing.  Schuman and Scott (1989) say ―acquiescence or agreeing-

response bias refers to a presumed tendency for respondents to agree with attitude statements 

presented to them.‖ (p.203)  By this definition, we can measure acquiescence bias simply by 

looking at the likelihood that a respondent will agree with an arbitrary survey question. 

But I think this definition is incomplete.  Imagine a particular survey that includes a 

battery of positively worded statements about the United States.  Might a patriot not truly agree 

with every one of these pro-American statements?  I think a complete definition of acquiescence 

bias must include the counterfactual nature of Cronbach’s second definition, logically 

inconsistent guessing. 

Indeed, Schuman and Scott’s review focuses on experiments where participants seem to 

agree with both a statement and its reverse.  This approach to studying acquiescence bias 

suggests a better way to define acquiescence bias: the tendency of respondents to agree with a 

statement independent of the content of the statement.  (As a side note, the other independent 

dimension that Chronbach identified can then be called response form bias: the tendency to 

respond the same way based on the form of the question only.)  As I shall elaborate later, 

Schuman and Scott’s review fits this more precise definition quite well. 

Why Acquiescence Bias Occurs 

 It takes two factors for acquiescence bias to occur.  Researchers must ask a question that 

is susceptible to acquiescence bias and then respondents must acquiescence.  I analyze each of 

these factors in turn.   
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First, why do researchers ask questions prone to acquiescence bias?  Krosnick (2007) 

argues that certain types of questions, agree/disagree, true/false and yes/no questions, are chosen 

by researcher because they are easy to administer: 

 

1. An agree/disagree question is answered in two thirds the time that it takes to answer a 

question with construct-specific response choices. (Krosnick, 2007) 

2. There are fewer ―don’t know‖ responses to yes/no questions than questions with 

construct-specific response choices. (Krosnick, 2007) 

3. People prefer agree/disagree questions over questions with construct-specific 

response choices. (Krosnick, 2007) 

 

In addition to Krosnick’s list of reasons, I would add that: researchers find it easier to create 

agree/disagree, true/false and yes/no questions.  These questions are easier to employ in surveys 

because researchers may avoid making choices about what concepts they really want to measure. 

Agree/disagree questions are susceptible to acquiescence bias, yet are highly prevalent in 

surveys.  To understand why they are used so frequently by researchers, we must understand 

what the alternative is. The alternative to an agree/disagree question is a construct-specific 

question. Designing construct-specific questions requires the researcher to find the ―hidden 

variable.‖ For example, a typical hospital satisfaction survey might ask whether a respondent 

agrees with the following statement: ―The nurses treated me with respect.‖  In contrast, a 

researcher could ask a similar construct-specific question: ―How respectfully did the nurses treat 

you?‖   
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What is the theoretical difference between the two versions of the question?  In the 

agree/disagree version, the respondent has to make and integrate two separate judgments.  First, 

she must decide how respectfully she thinks the nurses treated her.  Second, she must decide how 

sure she is in her judgment.   If the respondent ―strongly agrees‖ with that statement, does it 

mean that she thinks the nurses were exceptionally respectful or that he or she is quite certain 

that the nurses were indeed respectful?  It is unclear.  In most cases, it is more likely the 

researcher wants just the answer to the first question so Krosnick and others advocate merely 

asking the construct-specific question to begin with. 

 Second why do respondents acquiesce in the first place?  Three explanations have been 

given: norms of conduct (Schlenkler, 1980; Leary & Kowalski, 1990), status differential (Lenski 

& Leggett, 1960), and satisficing theory (Krosnick & Alwin, 1987). First, norms of conduct 

suggest that respondents want to be polite and agreeable.  Hence, they want to avoid disagreeable 

conflict with the questioner and tend to agree. Second, respondents may feel that they have lower 

social status than the questioner, and, as such, that they tend to agree with the higher-status 

questioner.  Third, satisficing theory predicts that respondents may pick an acceptable but non-

optimal answer to speed to complete the survey more quickly. 

In theoretical discussions, analysis of acquiescence bias has become increasingly 

sophisticated.  In particular, early studies (e.g., Couch & Keniston, 1960 and Hamilton, 1968) 

tend to focus exclusively on dispositional factors, e.g., acquiescence is as a personality trait of 

certain respondents. More recent studies of acquiescence bias, however, have also included 

situational factors like the order and wording of questions in their accounts (see Krosnick, 1999; 

e.g.,  McClendon, 1989 and Moum, 1988).  For example, items that appear later in the survey 
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and with vague wording are more likely to induce acquiescent behavior than items earlier in the 

survey with clear wording. 

The Harm Caused By Acquiescence Bias 

 There is substantial evidence that a portion of respondents answering questions are 

acquiescent on occasion.  First, respondents are 10-20% more likely to agree than disagree with 

contentless statements (Krosnick, 2007).  Second, item reversals (e.g., asking ―Pepsi or Coke?‖ 

versus ―Coke or Pepsi?‖) have only weak negative (and sometimes even positive) correlations 

across items.  Moreover, 10-15% of respondents will agree with both an item and its opposite but 

few people disagree with both.  Third, surveys often exhibit a 15-20% bias in comparison with 

construct-specific questions.  Respondents correctly answer more construct-specific questions 

than agree/disagree questions on factual matters. Construct-specific questions also show more 

agreement with informants than agree/disagree questions. (Krosnick, 2007) 

 Taken individually, the evidence in different studies on acquiescence bias may be 

consistent with alternative explanations. For example, can we be sure that respondents use the 

same strategy to respond to both contentless and meaningful questions?  Item reversals are 

notorious for having ―knife-edge‖ possibilities where a person might truly agree with a statement 

and its reverse.  (Consider the pair of statements: ―Freer trade leads to lower prices‖ and ―Freer 

trade leads to higher prices.‖  You could legitimately disagree with both statements if you 

believe that freer trade has no impact on prices.)  Some researchers may object that 

agree/disagree questions are actually the right measurement, and the construct-specific questions 

are the inaccurate ones. 

The cognitive model of satisficing is the only theory that is consist with all the evidence 

across all the relevant studies.  Individually the evidence is largely consistent with acquiescence 
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bias theory, and alternative explanations are ruled out.  For example, the fact that double 

disagreement is very unlikely but double agreement is common helps rule out the ―knife-edge‖ 

objection.  Also, construct-specific questions are more likely than agree/disagree questions to be 

consistent on factual questions and with informants. 

 Acquiescence bias harms data quality in two ways: measurement of constructs may be 

biased and correlations among questions and constructs may be overstated. Biased measures of 

constructs means that self-reported agreement with a statement may overstate real agreement.  

This bias is substantial: experimental and observational research studies find that measures of 

attitudes may be inflated by 15% to 25%.  Distorted correlations may yield spurious results when 

analyzing relationships across individuals.  Unlike the measurement bias at the aggregate level, 

analyses that require high-quality, individual-level data like correlations and regressions are 

impossible to correct. 

 How often do respondents agree with a statement when, if they would consider it more 

fully, they would actually disagree?  Schuman, Scott (1989) designed a clever experiment to 

answer this question.  Over two periods, randomly assigned subsamples were asked three 

versions of questions addressing the same construct.  In the first period, each subsample was 

asked one of the following questions:   

 

1. ―Individuals are more to blame than social conditions for crime and lawlessness in this 

country.  How strongly do you agree or disagree with this statement?‖ 

2. ―Social conditions are more to blame than individuals for crime and lawlessness in this 

country. How strongly do you agree or disagree with this statement?‖ 
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3. ―Which in your opinion is more to blame for crime and lawlessness in this country—

individuals or social conditions?‖ 

 

In the second period a few months later, participants were again asked a question about 

this construct.  If participants received the first version of the question above in the first period, 

they instead received question two in the second period.  Conversely, participants who received 

the second version in first period were instead the second version in the second period.  Finally, 

participants who were asked third version in the first period received that same in the second 

period too.   

 Notice that it is inconsistent to repeat the same answer (e.g., double agreement or double 

disagreement) in the first two subsamples when the question changes.  Conversely, it is 

inconsistent to switch answers in the third group where the questions remain the same.  

Interestingly, double agreement (on average, 25.6% of participants) is more than twice as likely 

as double disagreement (on average, 9.9%) in each of the first two groups.  Meanwhile, there is 

no statistically significant pattern for inconsistency in the third group. 

 Schuman and Scott further argue that we should break the 25.6% of participants that 

exhibit double agreement into two components: real acquiescence bias and random error.  

Fortunately, the double disagreement provides an upper bound on the random error.  If everyone 

who disagreed at both times did so randomly, we know that random error is at most 9.9%.  

However, some or even all of the double disagreement may be real naysaying.  Hence, they 

conclude that the real acquiescence, net of the random error, falls in the range of 16-25%. 

 It is also possible to use statistical analyses to estimate acquiescence bias and correct for 

it.  Krosnick (2007) summarizes how magnitudes and even directions of responses can change 
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when you correct for acquiescence bias when surveying political attitudes.  Krosnick finds that 

population estimates may increase in some cases or decrease in other cases when you control for 

acquiescence bias.  In some cases, statistical corrections can even reverse the substantive 

inferences you would draw from a population estimate without including for such a factor (e.g., 

Jackman 1973; Winkler, Kanouse & Ware, 1982).  For example, early studies that found that 

people were susceptible to authoritarianism may actually only show that people are susceptible 

to acquiescence bias. 

 Yet, statistical controls are not a panacea.  Although statistical analyses (such as 

including a method factor) can help correct incorrect population estimates, they cannot correct 

individual-level responses. Even with the most sophisticated controls, we cannot reliably 

perform regression and other analyses that relate individuals or variables because the 

measurement has been potentially systematically biased.  The same flaw holds even when we 

modify the survey design to include a balanced set of item reversals. (Krosnick, 2007) 

Deliberative Polling 

Deliberative Polls are an exercise in counterfactual public opinion: what would the public 

think, given the chance to think?  They are deliberative in the sense that participants are provided 

carefully balanced briefing materials laying out the major arguments for and against given policy 

proposals or electoral choices and discuss these materials in small groups and pose questions to 

experts and leaders in plenary sessions over an entire weekend. They are polls in the sense that 

participants are drawn from a random sampled. In addition, Deliberative Polls are a quasi-

experiment since participants are surveyed before and after deliberation.   

Fishkin, Luskin and colleagues have studied extensively how deliberation affects public 

opinion (Fishkin, 1991; Luskin, Fishkin, n.d.; Luskin, Fishkin, et al., 2002).  In over two dozen 
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Deliberative Polls, they have found that political attitudes measured in polls conducted post-

deliberation often differ significantly from pre-deliberation polls. Moreover, changes in 

knowledge can be used to predict changes in attitude.  This pattern of attitude change is offered 

as evidence that post-deliberation opinions are more informed than pre-deliberation opinions.   

However, satisficing theory (Simon, 1957; Krosnick & Alwin, 1987) also suggests that 

deliberation may cause opinion shifts.  Satisficing theory predicts that people must be motivated 

to choose an optimal rather than merely acceptable response. Agreeing to a survey question is an 

acceptable (although not necessarily optimal) response. Moreover, evidence from Deliberative 

Polls indeed shows that participants are more motivated after spending a weekend of intense 

deliberation.  Hence, changes in the level of agreement may be affected by both changes in 

attitude and changes in motivation. 

Does acquiescence bias distort the measurement of opinion in Deliberative Polls? Can 

we disentangle the effects of information and other intended treatments from potentially 

distorting measurement effects?  

Two Threats to the Interpretation of the Results of Deliberative Polls 

 Given the tight fit between explanation and evidence and the documented harm of 

acquiescence bias in traditional surveys, how might acquiescence bias affect the analysis of 

Deliberative Polls?  I have identified two plausible consequences: (1) a threat to the construct 

validity
1
 and (2) a threat to the internal validity

2
 of Deliberative Polls.   

 The threat to the construct validity is that acquiescence bias may distort the measurement 

of considered opinions after deliberation.  According to Luskin, Fishkin and Jowell (2002), the 

                                                 
1
 Construct validity is whether you are justified making the theoretical conclusions based on your operationalization.  

In layman’s terms, construct validity is whether you are measuring what think and say that you are measuring.  
2
 Internal validity is whether you are justified in making conclusions about causal relationship based on the evidence 

that you have collected.   
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goal of the Deliberative Polling enterprise is to narrow the gap between off-the-top-of-the-head 

opinions and well-informed opinions.  They claim, and provide evidence that, the polls 

conducted after the deliberation process do indeed close this gap.  For present purposes, the issue 

is: does acquiescence bias threaten the validity of this claim?  And even if the results of a 

Deliberative Poll after deliberation represent more informed opinion than traditional polling 

techniques (as I believe), does acquiescence bias introduce meaningful measurement bias? 

 The threat to internal validity is that acquiescence bias may distort the quasi-experimental 

evidence that deliberation makes better citizens. A secondary goal of Deliberative Polls is to 

examine the claims that deliberation makes better citizens (Luskin, Fishkin, 2002). The primary 

analytical technique in this stream of research is to compare participants on a variety of measures 

before and after deliberation.  Like other survey research, acquiescence bias may introduce 

measurement error.  Specific to deliberation as a quasi-experiment, acquiescence bias may pose 

an additional threat to the research if it has differential effects before and after deliberation.   

For example, consider a hypothetical example based on the agree/disagree question from 

Schuman and Scott: ―Individuals are more to blame than social conditions for crime and 

lawlessness in this country.‖ Imagine that participants agreeing with the previous statement 

decreased from 45% before deliberation to 37% after deliberation.  At first blush, we would 

conclude participants were 8% less likely to blame individuals for crime after deliberation than 

before.  However, imagine further that 20% of the respondents acquiesced before deliberation 

but only 3% acquiesced after deliberation.  If we correct for acquiescence bias, we now see only 

25% of participants blamed individuals before deliberation and 34% after deliberation.  In other 

words, participants were actually 9% more likely to blame individuals after deliberation.  (It is 

important to note that opinion measured after deliberation is still a better measure than opinion 
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measured by traditional measures, because the final measure is both informed and free from 

acquiescence bias.  This thought experiment only demonstrates that the effect of deliberation 

may be incorrectly attributed to deliberation rather than acquiescence reduction.) 

However, satisficing theory does not always predict overstating or reversing results.  In 

fact, in many cases satisficing theory predicts that the effects of acquiescence bias may attenuate 

the effects of deliberation. 

Consider: what if the percentage who agree with the statement "Convicted pedophiles 

have a right to live in our neighborhood" rises from 35% before deliberation to 38% after 

deliberation. The 3% change actually understates the actual persuasion, because some 

respondents who changed their minds falsely reported agreeing with the statement before 

deliberation due to acquiescence bias.  Of course, there are also likely to be cases where we 

indeed do overstate persuasion by lumping in acquiescence bias reduction together with 

persuasion effects. 

 How plausible are these two threats, really? 

 The threat to construct validity seems less worrying.  The theory of Deliberative Polls 

states and the evidence shows that deliberation increases respondent motivation.  Moreover, the 

theory of satisficing and the evidence show that increasing motivation reduces acquiescence bias.  

At a minimum, Deliberative Polling does indeed provide a better reflection of true public opinion 

than traditional polls.  

In contrast, the threat to internal validity is more plausible.  Satisficing theory predicts 

that unmotivated respondents acquiesce more than motivated respondents do.  Based on 

satisficing theory, opinion changes may result from reducing acquiescence bias after deliberation 

rather than real persuasion. In particular, satisficing theory predicts that respondents would be 
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less likely to acquiescence after deliberation than before deliberation and hence become less 

likely to agree with statements regardless of their true beliefs. 

 So, I predict that acquiescence bias is not likely to reduce the construct validity of 

Deliberative Polls. However, I do worry that the internal validity of Deliberative Polls is 

threatened by measurement error. 

Procedure 

In early May, residents of San Mateo County were randomly sampled, surveyed by phone 

and offered $200 to attend a weekend deliberation on housing issues in the county.  Those who 

agreed to participate were provided carefully balanced briefing materials presenting the major 

arguments for and against given policy proposals or electoral choices and discussed these 

materials in small groups and posed questions to experts and leaders in plenary sessions over a 

weekend.  In a sense, this intervention is a quasi-experiment to explore counterfactual public 

opinion: what would the public think, given the chance to think? 

In addition to this quasi-experimental set up, both surveys before and after deliberation 

included a manipulation of the wording of three agree/disagree questions.  The manipulation 

consisted of randomly assigning one of two versions of logically opposite statements (e.g., a 

between subjects design).  These measures were repeated before and after deliberation.  For 

example, the original wording of one question was ―San Mateo County can have job growth 

without housing growth.‖  The construct of this question is whether job growth requires housing 

growth, and the original statement is affirmative.  Hence, the logical opposite asks ―San Mateo 



16 

 

County cannot accommodate job growth without housing growth.‖  The original statements and 

their logical opposites are show in Table 1.
3
 

[Table 1 about here] 

Results & Discussion 

To prepare the data, the survey data were recoded.  For the questions in the original 

wording, they rescaled between 0 and 1 where 0 represents ―strongly disagree‖ and 1 represents 

―strongly agree.‖  For the questions with the logically opposite wording, the items were reverse 

coded so that the scale taps agreement with construct in the original wording.    So, the logically 

opposite worded statements were recoded between 0 and 1 where 0 represents ―strongly agree‖ 

and 1 represents ―strongly disagree.‖  

[Table 2 about here] 

 Table 2 shows the results of the experiment.  Row A shows the agreement with the item 

as originally worded.   Before deliberation (T1), the mean of Q1 was 0.542 for participants and 

0.544 for non-participants.  From these results, one might conclude that a majority of both 

participants and non-participants supports the notion that ―San Mateo County can have job 

growth with housing growth‖ before deliberation. 

 However, Row B shows the agreement with the logically opposite item, reverse coded.  

Before deliberation, the mean of Q1 was 0.416 for participants and 0.340 for non-participants.  

                                                 
3
 Please note that there exists a remote but logical possibility of a ―knife edge‖ attitude.  Also, these questions are 

highly technical and it is possible that questions on more common political subjects like abortion would have lower 

levels of acquiescence bias.  That said, these effects sizes are quite large and these many research projects ask 

respondents to evaluate complex statements like the ones in this study. 
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Using the logically opposite wording, one might conclude that a majority of both groups opposes 

the notion about job and housing growth.  In other words, the substantive conclusion about the 

majority opinion on this empirical premise differs depending on the question wording. 

Hence, Row A – Row B represents the level of agreement with a statement and its logical 

opposite, e.g. acquiescence bias.  Continuing the above example, the level of acquiescence bias 

for participants and non-participants for Q1 is 0.126 and 0.204, respectively.  Across all groups 

and questions, acquiescence bias ranges from 0.096 to 0.256.  These levels demonstrate that a 

large share of measured agreement on these three items is actually due to acquiescence. 

Finally, the bottom row shows the average acquiescence bias across the three items.  

Interestingly, participants are more acquiescent before deliberation than non-participants (0.183 

versus 0.161).  However, acquiescence bias among participants is reduced after deliberation 

(0.183 versus 0.142).   

 To test the significance of these differences, I ran a regression to predict measured 

agreement of an item based on the time of the question (e.g., before or after deliberation), 

participation in the Deliberative Poll, the item and the wording of the item.  The regression was 

of the following form:  

 

Where  is the response at time i, with wording j, on question k, by participant/non-

participant l, recoded from 0 to 1 where 1 indicates strong agreement with the original wording 

of the statement (and hence strong disagreement with the logically opposite wording) and 
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 are the time, wording, question and participant/nonparticipant for the response .  

C is the constant. 

The coefficients have straightforward interpretations: they represent levels of agreement 

with the base question in the original wording.  Hence, the constant means that we predict that 

non-participants answering the original wording of Q1 before deliberation would be placed at 

0.542, or between ―neither agree nor disagree‖ and ―somewhat agree.‖   

Given the data, certain coefficients are zero by definition.  The dummies for questions are 

independent, so that all interactions that include q2*q3 must be set to zero, (e.g., Opposite * q2 * 

q3, Time * q2 * q3 * participant, Time * Opposite * q2 * participant, Time * Opposite * q3 * 

participant, Time * Opposite * q2 * q3 and Opposite * q2 * q3 * participant.)  In addition, non-

participants were not surveyed after deliberation so the interactions between the dummy for 

participants and time must also be zero. 

Table 3 shows the parameter estimates of the regression model described above. 

[Table 3 about here] 

The coefficients to examine are: (1) Opposite (is there evidence of acquiescence bias in 

general?), (2) Opposite * participants (do participants differ from non-participants?) and (3) 

Opposite*time (is acquiescence bias reduced after deliberation?).  We also have to examine the 

interactions of these coefficients with the question dummies, since these interactions tell us 

whether there is different behavior for each of the questions.  We can consider the fixed effects 

for questions, time and participants as controls that do not require interpretation.  In addition, we 

can consider the interactions of questions and time as controls. 



19 

 

We have three questions to examine: acquiescence bias in general, differences between 

participants and non-participants and differences between participants before and after 

deliberation. 

To the first question: is there evidence of acquiescence bias in general?  The answer is 

clearly yes.  Holding all else constant, respondents score between -0.126 and -0.230 points 

(p<.001 for all three questions) lower when given the logically opposite wording of the question 

than in the original version depending on the question.   

To the second question: is there evidence that participants differ from non-participants in 

terms of acquiescence bias?  Here the answer seems to be maybe.  On question 1 before 

deliberation, participants score -.078 points lower (p=.019) when given the original wording of 

the question than logically opposite wording as compared to the non-participants.  Note that his 

difference is in the opposite direction than what we would predict.  On questions 2 and 3, 

however, participants are not statistically different from non-participants).   

To the third question: is there evidence that deliberation changes acquiescence bias? The 

answer seems to be probably yes.  The interaction Opposite*time is significant (p=0.042) and 

holding all else equal, participants are less likely to acquiesce by 0.105 points after deliberation 

than before deliberation on question 1.  The interaction Opposite*time*q3 is not significant, so 

we can conclude that that acquiescence bias reduction in the third item is similar to the first.  

However, the interaction Opposite*time*q2 is indeed significant and negatively signed.  In fact, 

the reduction is acquiescence bias on question 2 is insignificantly different from zero when 

analyzed directly.   The three way interaction of Opposite*time*question is insignificant, making 

this interpretation general across the three questions.   
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Conclusion 

The results from this experiment embedded in a Deliberative Poll are quite striking.  For 

experimental researchers, the results demonstrate that the internal validity of an experiment may 

be threatened by measurement error.  On at least one of three agree/disagree questions, there was 

a substantial difference in the amount acquiescence bias before and after deliberation.  Moreover, 

the magnitude of measurement error is very large. On each of the three questions studied in the 

poll, I find substantial differences in reported attitudes between the original statement and its 

logical opposite.  Indeed, this difference is to reverse the ―majority‖ opinion on two of three 

questions.   

The news for Deliberative Polling is mixed. These results are mostly good news for 

policy makers but not quite as good for researchers.  For policy makers, there are two positive 

results.  First, the poll after deliberation yields a clearer picture of informed opinion because 

acquiescence bias is reduced after deliberation compared to before deliberation.  Second, 

participants and non-participants may be more similar attitudinally than previous thought.  

Although non-participants and participants may not differ attitudinally, they appear to differ due 

to acquiescence bias.  For researchers, however, comparison of how opinions change before and 

after deliberation may be distorted.  In particular, there appears to be a bias towards less 

agreement after deliberation than before deliberation. 

Before I give my final conclusion, I will anticipate and address two common rebuttals by 

defenders of agree/disagree question.  First, researchers in experimental settings may concede 

that acquiescence may bias some measures yet claim that findings are valid so long as the bias is 

equivalent across treatment groups.   Yet, the results of this research show that some 
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experimental manipulations may motivate respondents to optimize their responses and hence the 

assumption of equivalent bias across groups is violated.  In these cases, the internal validity of 

the experiment may be threatened by acquiescence bias. 

Second, researchers may revise their data collection to include balanced batteries of 

statements. (Balanced batteries have an equal number of positive and negatively valenced 

questions.)  But this approach does not solve the problem.  Consider some preliminary results 

gather by Jackman (2008) on racial resentment and the Democratic primary.  He finds a 

relationship between racial resentment and support for Hillary Clinton.  However, I would argue 

that this result is seriously attenuated if not spurious because of acquiescence bias.  Why?  

Clinton supporters are older, female and less educated: precisely the profile of respondents who 

are likely to acquiesce.  Respondents who acquiesce would agree with each of the six questions 

and hence may have a score near zero.  But a zero score places a respondent in the top quintile of 

racial resentment even though this score may merely be an artifact of response bias and not racial 

resentment. 

So, what can be done?  From research on questionnaires, we know the right answer: 

never ask agree/disagree questions and only ask construct-specific questions.  For example, the 

first item from the Deliberative Poll (―San Mateo County can have job growth without housing 

growth‖) might be reworded to ask ―How important is housing growth to promoting job 

growth?‖   This reworded question has no easy answer for a respondent, so she will be more 

likely to optimize her response.  If a researcher reflects carefully on what construct she wants to 

measure, it is always possible (if perhaps a little awkward) to convert an agree/disagree question 

into a construct-specific one. 
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Of course, this introspection requires more work on the part of the researcher.  It may 

also take longer to administer because it forces respondents to optimize their answer.  (Although 

it cost less time than is often assumed, because construct-specific questions save respondents 

from having to guess what the researcher really wants.)  But the payoff is significantly higher 

quality data.  And when the data quality may be so bad that the validity of an expensive 

experiment is threatened, I would argue that construct-specific questions are a necessity, not a 

cost. 
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Table 1. Question wordings 

Question Group 1 

 

 

Original wording San Mateo County can have job growth without housing growth 

 

Logically 

opposite wording 

San Mateo County cannot accommodate job growth without housing 

growth. 

Question Group 2 

 

 

Original wording 

Public funding for housing developments will bring the price down to 

what most people can afford 

 

Logically 

opposite wording 

Public funding for housing developments will not be enough to bring the 

price down to what most people can afford 

Question Group 3 

 

 

Original wording Public funding for housing developments can be allocated fairly 

 

Logically 

opposite wording 

It is impossible to allocate public funding for housing developments 

fairly 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2.  Agree/disagree items recoded 0 to 1 

     

 

T1 

 

T2 

 

Non-Participants 

 

Participants 

 

Participants 

 

q1 q2 q3 

 

q1 q2 q3 

 

q1 q2 q3 

A. Original wording 

0.54

2 

0.48

7 

0.51

8 

 

0.54

4 

0.52

6 

0.55

6 

 

0.33

3 

0.43

8 

0.57

1 

 

B. Logically opposite 

wording, reverse 

coded 

0.41

6 

0.24

7 

0.39

9 

 

0.34

0 

0.27

0 

0.46

7 

 

0.23

4 

0.20

8 

0.47

5 

 

Acquiescence Bias 

(A-B) 

0.12

6 

0.24

0 

0.11

9 

 

0.20

4 

0.25

6 

0.08

9 

 

0.09

9 

0.23

0 

0.09

6 

 

Average 

Acquiescence Bias 

across all items 

 

0.16

1 

   

0.18

3 

   

0.14

2 
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Table 3.  Parameter Estimates 
Dependent Variable: Agreement with original statements 

Parameter B Std. Error t Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Intercept .542 .015 36.793 .000 .193 

Time -.210 .036 -5.927 .000 .006 

Opposite -.126 .021 -5.918 .000 .006 

q2 -.055 .021 -2.635 .008 .001 

q3 -.024 .021 -1.136 .256 .000 

participant .002 .023 .086 .931 .000 

Time * q2 .122 .050 2.420 .016 .001 

Time * q3 .226 .050 4.476 .000 .004 

Time * Opposite .105 .052 2.036 .042 .001 

q2 * participant .038 .033 1.129 .259 .000 

q3 * participant .036 .033 1.081 .280 .000 

Opposite * participant -.078 .034 -2.338 .019 .001 

Opposite * q2 -.114 .030 -3.770 .000 .003 

Opposite * q3 .007 .030 .217 .828 .000 

Time * Opposite * q2 -.078 .073 -1.072 .284 .000 

Time * Opposite * q3 -.112 .073 -1.532 .126 .000 

Opposite * q2 * participant .062 .048 1.281 .200 .000 

Opposite * q3 * participant .109 .048 2.253 .024 .001 

Note:The following interactions are set to zero because they are redundant: q2 * q3, Time * q2 * 
participant, Time * q3 * participant, Time * Opposite * participant, Time * q2 * q3, q2 * q3 * participant,  
Opposite * q2 * q3, Time * q2 * q3 * participant, Time * Opposite * q2 * participant, Time * Opposite * 

q3 * participant, Time * Opposite * q2 * q3, Opposite * q2 * q3 * participant. 
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