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Privacy, anonymity, and confidentiality are issues often addressed when collecting

sensitive information (Tourangeau, 2017). Despite the importance of the concept,

there is no consensus on what constitutes a sensitive question (Tourangeau, Rips, &

Rasinski, 2000). According to Tourangeau and Yan (2007), a question is considered

sensitive when it asks for a socially undesirable answer, requesting that the respondent

admits that he or she has violated a social or legal norm. Due to the potential conse-

quences of admitting some socially undesirable beliefs, behaviors, or activities (e.g.,

social or legal sanctioning), sensitive questions are often associated with systematic

measurement error (Groves et al., 2004). For instance, research has shown that sensi-

tive questions have comparatively higher item nonresponse rates than nonsensitive

questions, and they are regarded as one of the major causes for socially desirable

answers in surveys (Diekmann, 2003; Krumpal, 2013; Näher & Krumpal, 2012;

Tourangeau et al., 2000).

Over the years, numerous methodological experiments have been conducted to ana-

lyze the impact of several factors on reducing measurement error in sensitive questions.

Survey mode has been found to be one of the most important factors in explaining social

desirability bias in sensitive questions (Holbrook, Green, & Krosnick, 2003;

Tourangeau & Yan, 2007; Turner et al., 2005). It has been found that, in general, when

interviewers collect the data or when they are present during data collection, responses

are more socially desirable than in self-administered surveys (Kreuter, Presser, &

Tourangeau, 2008; Tourangeau & Yan, 2007).
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Apart from self-administration, other strategies have been used to reduce social

desirability bias when asking about sensitive topics. For example, a common approach

is the randomized response technique (Warner, 1965), in which respondents employ a

randomizing method to add probabilistic misclassification to their responses and thus

conceal their true answers from the interviewers (Kuha & Jackson, 2014). The studies

using this method have found mixed results and there is no consensus about its effect-

iveness (for a review, see Krumpal, 2013). Another strategy is the item count tech-

nique, also known as the list experiment (Glynn, 2013; Miller, 1984). This approach

protects the anonymity of participants by giving respondents a list of items and asking

them how many, not which ones, they support. Despite being heavily used, it is not

clear that this strategy improves the accuracy of self-reported sensitive information

(Holbrook & Krosnick, 2010; Lax, Philllips, & Stollwerk, 2016; Tourangeau & Yan,

2007). Question wording has also received great attention. Previous research has

shown the importance of presenting questions in a neutral way (Barton, 1958; Groves

et al., 2004), and the relevance of other contextual features, such as confidentiality

assurances, on participants’ responses (Singer, Hippler, & Schwarz, 1992; Singer,

Von Thurn, & Miller, 1995). For instance, in a review analyzing research reports con-

ducted primarily in the United States, Singer et al. (1995) found that confidentiality

assurances generated low item nonresponse, high survey response rates, and high re-

sponse quality for sensitive items. However, when items were nonsensitive, confiden-

tiality assurances resulted in lower response rates (Singer et al., 1992). These

inconclusive results might indicate that the effectiveness of this type of messages is

mediated by the sensitivity of the questions and highlight the importance of further

research, especially in other cultural contexts.

Although previous research has documented the influence of several features on the

report of sensitive data (e.g., data collection mode, interviewer effects, presence of third

parties), few studies have analyzed the impact of confidentiality assurances on partici-

pants’ responses, especially outside of the United States. This is important as research

shows that questions may have different degrees of sensitivity in different countries and

cultures, across social groups within the same country, and over time (Andreenkova &

Javenile, 2019). Furthermore, country-level characteristics play a direct role in explain-

ing cultural differences in rates of interview privacy and moderate the effect of

respondent-level characteristics on privacy (Mneimneh, Elliott, Tourangeau, &

Heeringa, 2018). To date, the evidence is mixed and there is no consensus as to the

benefit of including this type of messages in reducing social desirability bias. In add-

ition, with the growing use of smartphones to participate in survey research, the inclu-

sion of additional text might be problematic due to the limited screen space on these

devices.

The aim of this study is to analyze the effect of including an extra sentence about

the confidentiality of participants’ responses immediately before a series of questions

measuring sexism. Drawing on previous literature, it is expected that socially desirable

responding will be more likely to occur in the group which did not receive the extra sen-

tence about confidentiality when compared with the group which received it. The

results of the study will provide recommendations for survey researchers and practi-

tioners collecting sensitive data.
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Material and Methods

Data Collection

The online survey was conducted between January 7 and 29, 2019, using the Netquest

panel in Spain. Quotas for age, gender, and habitat were used in order to obtain a sam-

ple distribution similar to the Spanish population. A total of 1,007 questionnaires were

completed using PCs (57.8%), smartphones (36.5%), and tablets (5.7%). Overall, the

questionnaire was completed by 92.3% of those panellists invited. The questionnaire

was administered in Spanish and included 51 questions about perceptions and attitudes

toward intimate partner violence. The questionnaires took approximately 12 mins to

complete (M¼ 11.72, SD ¼ 6.32). Table 2 provides the wording of the questions used

in the analysis.

Experimental Design and Variables of Interest

The study used a one-factor (extra sentence vs. no extra sentence) between-subjects de-

sign. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions (extra sentence,

n¼ 503; no sentence, n¼ 504). The extra sentence was placed immediately before the

first statement and read “remember that your answers are confidential and that there

are no right or wrong answers” (screenshots of the two conditions for smartphone/tab-

let and PC responses are displayed in Figures 1 and 2—the order of items was random-

ized and PC respondents were presented with grids instead of individual questions).

Figure 1.
Screenshots of the two conditions for smartphone and tablet respondents with confidentiality
assurance text highlighted.
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The variables of interest were 15 items examining sexism (Ekehammar, Akrami, &

Araya, 2000).1 Example indicators included “I prefer a male boss to a female boss,” or

“women are better suited to look after children and old people.” Each item was meas-

ured on a five-point agree/disagree scale and six items were reverse coded. Responses

were averaged to create a sexism scale (a¼ .83)2, on which higher scores indicated

greater sexist attitudes.

Analytic Strategy

To explore how the confidentiality statement affected univariate distributions of each

question, we conducted cross tabulation of the responses by experimental condition.

Chi-square tests were used to explore differences and Cramer’s V was calculated to ana-

lyze effect sizes. Then, we compared both the average scores for each indicator and the

composite scale by experimental condition. In this case, analysis of covariance

(ANCOVA) was used to explore differences and partial eta squared (gp
2) was calculated

to analyze effect sizes. Age and gender were included as covariates since these two varia-

bles have been identified as correlates of sexism, with men and older respondents gener-

ally displaying more sexist attitudes (Hammond & Overall, 2017; Lameiras, Rodrı́guez,

& González, 2004). We also explored differences between smartphone/tablet and com-

puter responses to examine if the effect of confidentiality assurances was mediated by

the device.

Results

Table 1 displays the sociodemographic characteristics of the sample and the device used

to complete the questionnaire by experimental condition. As can be seen, significant dif-

ferences were only found in marital status (X2 ¼ 7.69, df ¼ 2, p ¼ .02). Respondents’

age ranged from 18 to 86, with an average of 45.4 years (SD ¼ 15.2). Approximately

half of the respondents identified themselves as women (51.0%), indicated being mar-

ried (51.5%), and having college education (55.0%). The majority of the sample held

Spanish nationality (95.0%) and lived in urban areas (78.0%). Regarding device used to

respond to the questionnaire, PCs were the preferred device, chosen by approximately 6

in 10 respondents (57.8%), followed by smartphones (36.5%) and tablets (5.7%).

Table 2 shows response distributions and gender- and age-adjusted means for both

the 15 items and the composite scale in the two experimental conditions. Results indicate

that differences based on the experimental condition were only significant for one indicator

(“society treats men and women the same way”) (F (1, 1003)¼ 3.92, p ¼ .048). Response

distributions and adjusted means for both the rest of the items and the composite scale

were comparable in both conditions.

Screen sizes and question presentation vary widely between smartphones/tablets

and computers, with smartphones and tablets presenting individual item rather than

1We received the approval from the authors to use their instrument on October 15, 2018. Two bilingual
researchers independently translated the items. The two versions were compared, and differences were dis-
cussed until consensus was reached, with feedback from a third researcher not involved in the translation.

2Scale average scores were calculated based on 14 indicators because the results from an Explanatory Factor
Analysis revealed that one item (“the school curriculum should be adapted to girls’ need”) did not load in the
same factor as the other ones. The scale with the 14 items showed good internal consistency (a ¼ .83), with
factor loadings between .31 and .75 (Eigenvalue¼ 4.99).
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grids. Therefore, differences in response were examined by device. The results are con-

sistent with the aggregated findings, suggesting no differences between the conditions

in either device (smartphone and tablets vs. computers) (a table reporting these results

is available upon request).

Discussion

The aim of this research was to analyze the impact of including a confidentiality statement

on responses to a series of questions assessing sexism in Spain. This statement highlighted

the confidentiality and acceptability of the answers and was placed immediately before the

items. The results show that this type of confidentiality assurance did not affect partici-

pants’ responses about sexism in a self-administered web survey conducted in Spain.

Contrary to the results found by previous research (Singer et al., 1995), the findings of this

study indicate that these kinds of messages may not be very effective in reducing socially

desirable responding in all situations. It was expected that confidentiality assurances would

result in more sexist responses under the assumption that this type of messages might alle-

viate respondent concerns that the data could end up in the wrong hands (Tourangeau &

Yan, 2007). Multiple reasons might contribute to explain these null findings. The first one

refers to the data collection mode. As previous research has shown, self-administered web

surveys (such as the one used in this study) generally provide less biased responses when

compared with other modes in which interviewers are present during the administration of

the questionnaires (Kreuter et al., 2008; Tourangeau & Yan, 2007). This could explain the

differences between Singer and colleagues’ study (1995) and the present one, since studies

included in their meta-analysis did not involve online surveys. The operationalization of the

confidentiality assurance in nonspecific terms and the fact that all respondents were exposed

to a message at the beginning of the questionnaire advising them about the sensitivity and

the confidentiality of the survey responses (see Appendix) might contribute to explain these

null results as well. Another consideration is that respondents might not have paid much at-

tention to the instructions given, which is especially true in self-administered web surveys,

in which no interviewers are present (Vésteinsdóttir et al., 2019). In this regard, respondents

might have skipped or skimmed the instructions (Brosnan, Babakhani, & Dolnicar, 2019).

This could have been heightened because the sample was composed of panellists (Shamon

& Berning, 2020). The location of the experiment within the questionnaire might also be

relevant. In the current study, the confidentiality assurance was located at the beginning of

the questionnaire and respondents might have been less sensitive to the effect of the experi-

ment. Because the location of the experiment was not manipulated, it may be valuable to

compare the effects of this manipulation at different stages of the questionnaire.

The results presented here show that confidentiality assurances might not be very

effective in reducing socially desirable responding when asking about sexism. For this

reason, it is recommended that future research examines the effects of other strategies

for reducing socially desirable responding in sensitive questions, such as encouraging

respondents to answer honestly rather than reminding them of the confidential nature

of their responses (Vésteinsdóttir et al., 2019), and trying to enhance respondents’ mo-

tivation to answer carefully and provide more accurate responses (Revilla, 2015;

Tourangeau, Smith, & Rasinski, 1997). As Tourangeau et al. (1997) indicated, increas-

ing the participants’ motivation to respond accurately might have the potential to sub-

stantially improve their reporting.
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Despite its contribution, the current study has limitations. The first one is the topic

addressed. Sexism is a particularly highly charged topic which respondents may hold

strong opinions on. Whether the results would remain stable for different topics with

different levels of sensitivity needs to be examined. Because of the topic under study,

validation data were not available, and we assumed that higher reports of socially un-

desirable responses (i.e., sexism) represented more honest responses. Although this ap-

proach is commonly adopted and the assumption behind it is often plausible, it is still

an assumption (Tourangeau & Yan, 2007). Furthermore, the sample was a non-

probabilistic one, and the generalizability of our findings is not assured. Panels have

been shown to overrepresent individuals with certain demographic characteristics (e.g.,

white, college educated) and personality traits (e.g., openness, conscientiousness)

(Unangst et al., 2020). The risk of self-selection biases is particularly relevant in this ex-

periment, where certain characteristics associated with participating in a survey panel

(e.g., less concerns about data protection) might be linked to the outcome of the experi-

ment (i.e., disclosure of socially undesirable attitudes). Further research is needed to de-

termine the robustness of these findings and the extent to which probabilistic samples

produce equivalent results. Finally, another limitation that should be noted is that the

study did not include other variables that may be related to socially desirable respond-

ing, such as the place from which the respondents answered the questionnaire (e.g., in a

public place, at home, or in the workplace) or the presence of third parties (Aquilino,

Wright, & Supple, 2000; Tourangeau & Yan, 2007).

Conclusions

Surveys are the main source of data for many socially undesirable behaviors. Therefore,

honest responding is paramount. The main objective of our study was to examine the

effect of including a confidentiality assurance placed before a set of questions measuring

sexism in Spain. Our null findings do not support the use of such strategy to reduce so-

cial desirability, at least not in studies such as ours using panellists and providing non-

specific messages. Our results, in concert with those found in previous research, suggest

considering new strategies for collecting accurate information on sensitive topics.
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Appendix

Screenshot of the sensitive screen

Below is the translation into English of the content:

Intimate or personal questions:

� This survey contains some questions of an intimate or personal nature.

� You can be sure that your responses are anonymous, and that the only pur-

pose of this study is to compile statistics by gathering the opinions of all

the participants.

� If you find any of the questions unsettling, we apologise in advance and re-

mind you that you can leave the survey at any time.
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