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When respondents intentionally present themselves in socially desirable ways, survey

researchers speak of social desirability bias (SDB) that is introduced to the data. SDB

is a challenge to survey research, as it can lead to inaccurate measurements and

incorrect conclusions about citizens’ behavior (Phillips & Clancy, 1972). The Item

Count Technique (ICT) is a frequently used method in survey research to reduce such

bias by indirectly, anonymously, and confidentially asking respondents about the sen-

sitive behavior in question.

Extensive social science research on the functioning of the ICT has compared its

estimates with the measures obtained by traditional question formats that directly ask

about citizens’ behavior (Droitcour et al., 1991; Wolter & Laier, 2014). But, while

practical applications and statistical refinements are already discussed (Blair & Imai,

2012; Corstange, 2009; Glynn, 2013; Imai, 2011; Tsuchiya, 2005), general questions

with regard to the performance of the ICT remain unanswered: Approximately 80%

of the existing studies have explored the ICT with regard to underreporting of so-

cially undesirable attitudes when low-incidence behavior is concerned (i.e., behavior

that rarely occurs, such as shoplifting, drug use, etc.). These studies obtained

better (more accurate) ICT results compared with traditional direct question formats
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(Wolter & Laier, 2014). However, recent work has questioned the performance of the

ICT in tackling SDB in high-incidence behavior (i.e., fairly common behavior that

frequently occurs, such as voting; de Jonge & Nickerson, 2014). It is still unclear

whether the ICT corrects for SDB when high-incidence behavior is concerned.

This article contributes to the recent strand of research by examining whether the

ICT provides better estimates for socially desirable and for socially undesirable high-

incidence behavior in comparison with direct question formats. More precisely, we

test the performance of the ICT on high-incidence behavior in the field of elections

and voting. We focus on Austria, where electoral turnout is high and radical right

voting frequently occurs. While electoral turnout classifies as socially desirable behav-

ior (Holbrook & Krosnick, 2010; Karp & Brockington, 2005; Zeglovits & Kritzinger,

2014), radical right voting describes socially undesirable behavior (Aichholzer,

Kritzinger, Wagner, & Zeglovits, 2014).

The ICT’s Power in Reducing SDB in High-Incidence Behavior

The ICT aims at reducing social desirability pressures by indirectly and confidentially

asking respondents about sensitive behavior.1 It is based on split ballots, where one

half of the respondents are randomly assigned to a treatment group and the other half

to a control group. Both groups are asked the same question, but while the treatment

group is presented with a list of unobtrusive items plus the sensitive one, the sensitive

behavior is removed from the control group’s list. The technique ensures confiden-

tiality and anonymity by asking respondents how many of the activities they have

previously engaged in, so that they do not have to reveal which particular behavior

they have performed. The sensitive item is covered up by the other unobtrusive

behaviors. The ICT should therefore encourage respondents to more honest self-

reports (Holbrook & Krosnick, 2010). The proportion of people engaging in the

sensitive behavior is calculated by taking the mean difference of both lists and multi-

plying it by 100 (Kuklinski, Cobb, & Gilens, 1997).

The ICT has frequently been used in survey research across disciplines. For example,

it has been applied in social psychology to study theft from employers, shoplifting, and

anti-gay hate crime (Dalton, Wimbush, & Daily, 1994; Rayburn, Earleywine, & Davison,

2003; Tsuchiya, Hirai, & Ono, 2007), in health care research to analyze risky sexual

behavior (LaBrie & Earleywine, 2000), and in political science to examine affirmative

action for African Americans, feelings toward candidates’ religion, race, or gender, vote

buying, and voter turnout (Biemer & Brown, 2005; Çarkoğlu & Aytaç, 2015; Diaz-

Cayeros et al., 2011; Flavin & Michael Keane, 2009; Gilens, Sniderman, & Kuklinski,

1998; Gonzalez-Ocantos, de Jonge, Meléndez, Osorio, & Nickerson, 2012; Heerwig &

McCabe, 2009; Holbrook & Krosnick, 2010; Kane, Craig, & Wald, 2004; Redlawsk,

Tolbert, & Franko, 2010; Streb, Burrell, Frederick, & Genovese, 2008).

1Admittedly, adjunct approaches as well as extensions to the traditional ICT have been developed. In
particular, we would like to acknowledge different kinds of randomized (Coutts & Jann, 2011; Lensvelt-
Mulders, Hox, van der Heijden, & Maas, 2005) and nonrandomized (Nepusz, Petróczi, Naughton, Epton, &
Norman, 2014; Petróczi et al., 2011) response techniques. We focus on the traditional ICT as we would like
to compare our findings with previous research relying on this technique.
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Most studies attempt to tackle SDB in underreporting and compare the ICT’s

estimates with the results of the respondents’ direct self-reports, assuming that the

ICT should provide higher estimates (‘‘more-is-better’’ assumption; Lensvelt-

Mulders, Hox, van der Heijden, & Maas, 2005; Umesh & Peterson, 1991; Wolter

& Laier, 2014). By providing an anonymous and indirect way of reporting socially

undesirable activities, this assumption makes sense, as respondents should be encour-

aged to report their true behavior. Based on this assumption, we may conclude that

the reverse relationship applies to overreporting. Citizens overreport behavior to pre-

sent themselves as good citizens in front of others, even though they may not have

participated in an activity. For example, it is socially accepted and admirable to

contribute to a good cause (e.g., donations) or to comply with social norms and

duties (e.g., electoral turnout). However, often the actual number of people who

take part in these activities is lower and the true prevalence is known from official

statistics. We may thus assume that in cases where overreporting applies, any result

that is lower than the directly reported behavior should be more accurate (‘‘less-is-

better’’ assumption).

Previous evidence on the performance of the ICT when tackling underreporting is

encouraging, given that the technique provides better (¼ higher) estimates of sensitive

behavior compared with traditional question formats (de Jonge & Nickerson, 2014;

Tsuchiya et al., 2007; Umesh & Peterson, 1991; Wolter & Laier, 2014). However,

criticism about the ICT’s empirical properties has been voiced across disciplines:

scholars have paid attention to different conditions under which surveys were admin-

istered and which may explain why the ICT performs better in some surveys, but not

in others. For example, the ICT may be sensitive to mode effects (Holbrook &

Krosnick, 2010), sample sizes (Ahart & Sackett, 2004; Coutts & Jann, 2011; Dalton

et al., 1994; Droitcour et al., 1991; Martinez & Craig, 2010), question formats

(Corstange, 2009; also Glynn, 2013; Imai, 2011; Tsuchiya, 2005), and the selection

of unobtrusive items (Droitcour et al., 1991; Kuklinski et al., 1997, Tsuchiya et al.,

2007).2 In addition, the robustness of the techniques that help validating the ICT’s

estimates also seems to be important.3

Limited attention has also been paid to the different kinds of sensitive behavior,

particularly whether the assumption made by the ICT design applies to high- and

low-incidence behavior in the same way. Indeed, the ICT performs well when it is

used to reduce SDB of socially undesirable and low-incidence behavior and when

validation is limited to comparing the ICT’s estimates with direct self-reports (de

Jonge & Nickerson, 2014). However, few studies have examined the value of the ICT

2For an overview of the broader debate, see also Andrew Gelman’s blog ‘‘Thinking of doing a list
experiment? Here’s a list of reasons why you should think again.’’ Retrieved May 29, 2015 from http://
andrewgelman.com/2014/04/23/thinking-list-experiment-heres-list-reasons-think/.

3Research on underreporting often provides a weak validation test, as it solely relies on comparing the
ICT’s estimates with directly self-reported behavior. Studies on overreporting frequently have the benefit of
the known prevalence of a reported behavior: Comparing the ICT’s results against this known true preva-
lence, also referred to as a ‘‘strong validation study,’’ allows to immediately adjudicate the validity of the
ICT’s results given that all other sources of error are limited to a minimum (Moshagen, Hilbig, Erdfelder,
& Moritz, 2013). However, while such a comparison may seem to be a stronger approach in terms of
validating the ICT’s power to tackle SDB at first sight, other sources of error may apply, such as noncover-
age, nonresponse, noncompliance, or other kinds of sampling errors (Nepusz et al., 2014; Holbrook &
Krosnick, 2010; Traugott & Katosh, 1979).
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in tackling SDB of socially desirable or undesirable high-incidence behavior, that is,

activities that occur more frequently but in which not all citizens take part. When

more frequent behavior is concerned, it is easier to compare the ICT’s estimates with

direct self-reports and real-world measures. Arguably, the assumptions with respect to

the ICT’s performance in reducing SDB on socially undesirable low-incidence behav-

ior may not be applicable to socially (un-)desirable high-incidence behavior (de Jonge

& Nickerson, 2014). For instance, prior work suggests that different mechanisms may

be at work when underreporting of socially undesirable and overreporting of socially

desirable behavior is concerned (Holbrook & Krosnick, 2010).

Citizens’ electoral behavior is one good example for high-incidence behavior: Most

people frequently participate in elections for different reasons, that is, duty, rational

choice, or opinion expression (¼socially desirable behavior; Blais, 2010). In addition,

an increasing number of people across countries (e.g., Austria, France, the

Netherlands) vote for parties located on the far right ideological spectrum (¼socially

undesirable behavior). Prior studies suggest that especially electoral turnout has a high

probability of overreporting owing to SDB (Karp & Brockington, 2005). One explan-

ation for the psychological mechanisms behind this is that respondents overreporting

electoral behavior are similar to citizens who are already predisposed to vote (e.g.,

well-educated, dutiful, efficacious). Thus, these people are more likely to be aware of

socially acceptable behavior and try to comply with social norms (Bernstein, Chadha,

& Montjoy, 2001; Karp & Brockington, 2005; Silver, Anderson, & Abramson, 1986).

Indeed, the ICT has previously been applied in this field, but the evidence on its

performance is mixed. Holbrook and Krosnick (2010) have been able to successfully

reduce SDB in overreporting of turnout using telephone surveys, but have been

unable to achieve similar results in online questionnaires. Similarly, Comş a and

Postelnicu’s (2013) study fails to obtain conclusive results. While it shows that the

ICT performs better in comparison with the direct self-reports, the estimate is still far

off the actual election results. In other words, ‘‘it would be improper to conclude that

this [ICT] estimate is necessarily accurate’’ (Umesh & Peterson, 1991, p. 130). In

situations where turnout validation, as is frequently practiced in the United States, is

not an option, the ICT might yet be useful to capture electoral participation.4

Spinning this argument further, voting for radical right parties is a good example of

socially undesirable high-incidence behavior, which is prone to underreporting

(Aichholzer et al., 2014).5 A similar underlying psychological mechanism is conceivable:

Radical right voting is most prominent among young, less-educated, and male citizens

(Johann, Thomas, Faas, & Fietkau, 2015; Werts, Scheepers, & Lubbers, 2013), but their

4Other research based on an adjunct technique to the ICT has been more successful in this field: A study
by Moshagen, Musch, and Erdfelder (2012) was able to more accurately predict nonvoting in Germany (and
thus also electoral participation). We do not follow up on Moshagen et al.’s (2012) findings in more detail,
as their study does not rely on the ICT as such, but on a variant of the randomized response technique, the
so-called stochastic lie detector.

5Electoral researchers are often confronted with low case numbers of radical right voters in surveys.
However, elections statistics often indicate a higher proportion of radical right voters. To measure right-
wing voting, scholars often rely on the so-called propensity to vote questions (PTVs) (‘‘How likely is it that
you will ever vote for [party]?,’’ including radical right parties). While the PTVs provide higher case
numbers and are frequently used to capture respondents’ real voting behavior, their empirical properties
have not been sufficiently tested yet. A first attempt of a cross-validation has been made by Johann,
Thomas, Fass, and Fietkau (2015).
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counterparts may still consider a radical right vote as unacceptable by social norms. As a

consequence, these people may be more inclined to report that they have voted for

another party to comply with the social norm that far right voting is unacceptable, even

though they may have cast a ballot for a radical right party. Extreme statements with

regard to immigration and integration, especially by Austria’s radical right party, the

Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ), underline that radical right voting has a negative

connotation in Austria and is thus prone to SDB.

We test the premise of high-incidence behavior in the two fields outlined above by

examining the ICT’s ability in reducing overreporting of electoral turnout (socially

desirable high-incidence behavior) and underreporting of voting for radical right parties

(socially undesirable high-incidence behavior). Our research therefore contributes to a

better understanding of the conditions under which the ICT works in tackling SDB.

We ask whether (1) the ICT is able to reduce SDB in high-incidence behavior (e.g.,

electoral behavior) following the same assumptions that apply to low-incidence behavior

(e.g., counter intuitive behavior). Further, we investigate whether (2) the ICT performs

equally well in capturing SDB for socially desirable and undesirable behaviors.

Three Survey Experiments

We implement the ICT in three different survey experiments. Studies A and B exam-

ine socially desirable behavior by addressing overreporting of electoral turnout. Study

C addresses socially undesirable behavior in capturing underreporting of radical right

voting. As all studies tap into electoral behavior, we are able to rely on the same

unobtrusive items to hide our sensitive behaviors. Previous studies have provided us

with two general guidelines on the selection of the unobtrusive items: To adequately

hide the sensitive behavior among the unobtrusive activities, (1) the items should

share a common theme (Dalton et al., 1994) and (2) they should have the same

social desirability valence, that is, they should exclude activities that occur very fre-

quently (>90%) or very infrequently (<10%) to ensure that respondents do not

report to have engaged in all or none of the activities (Tsuchiya et al., 2007). Here,

we selected inoffensive activities that integrate into the broader theme of participation.

Our items are not directly related to turnout and radical right voting, but participation

yet adverts to citizens’ general civic duties. In addition, we chose inoffensive activities

that are fairly common in Austria, but that citizens engage in more or less frequently:

writing editorial letters, active participation in clubs or societies, changing the place of

residence, and donating money. We summarize all other experimental conditions in

Table 1. Detailed information about all surveys and the precise question wording is

provided in the Supplementary Appendix.

Study A relies on a representative telephone survey conducted in 2011. Respondents

were randomly assigned to a treatment (n¼ 303) and a control group (n¼ 262), where

the control group was asked a short list of four items and the treatment group a long list

of five items including whether they had voted in the 2008 election. As a modification

to the traditional design, which was implemented in Studies B and C, we relied on

Corstange’s question format in Study A (Corstange, 2009). While the respondents in the

treatment group are asked questions in the traditional question format—how many of

the items on the list apply to them—Corstange suggests capturing the control group’s
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Ö

in
th

e

n
at

io
n

al
p

ar
li

am
en

ta
ry

el
ec

ti
on

in
S

ep
te

m
b

er

20
13

S
am

p
le

si
ze

(n
)

30
3

26
2

47
6

45
1

1,
21

9
1,

21
6

a N
ot

e
th

at
th

e
fi

el
d

in
st

it
u

te
d

id
n

ot
p

ro
vi

d
e

en
ou

gh
in

fo
rm

at
io

n
to

ca
lc

u
la

te
A

A
P

O
R

re
sp

on
se

ra
te

s
as

al
l

‘‘
u

n
kn

ow
n

ot
h

er
s’

’
ar

e
m

is
si

n
g

in
th

e
d

en
om

in
at

or
.

b
A

cc
or

d
in

g
to

A
A

P
O

R
R

es
p

on
se

R
at

e
II

I.
c
N

o
re

sp
on

se
ra

te
p

ro
vi

d
ed

,
as

th
e

on
li

n
e

su
rv

ey
is

b
as

ed
on

a
q

u
ot

a
sa

m
p

le
.

I N T E R N A T I O N A L J O U R N A L O F P U B L I C O P I N I O N R E S E A R C H162

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ijpor/article/29/1/157/2669456 by guest on 02 M

ay 2023



responses by asking them in which of the activities they have previously engaged. The

benefit of this modification is that dichotomous variables are obtained for each response

option in the control group, which allows estimating the probability of each item. On

the basis of these probabilities, researchers are then enabled to also predict the prob-

ability of the sensitive behavior in the treatment group. While studies have shown that

this technique permits further multivariate analysis based on the predicted probabilities,

they also demonstrate that the question modification does not harm the core assump-

tions of the traditional ICT design (Corstange, 2009; Glynn, 2013).6

A postelection telephone survey was implemented in September 2013 (Study B)

(Kritzinger, Thomas et al., 2016a; Kritzinger, Thomas, et al., 2016b). In comparison

with 2011, we increased the sample sizes with 451 respondents participating in the

treatment group and 476 in the control group. Both groups were asked the traditional

ICT question how many of the list items they had engaged in. We used the same list

length and items as in Study A.

Study C is based on a postelection panel survey that was conducted online on the

basis of a quota sample (Kritzinger, Johann et al. 2016a; Kritzinger, Johann et al.,

2016b). Instead of capturing turnout, we used the ICT to identify the proportion of

respondents that voted for Austria’s radical right party (FPÖ). The design allowed us

to increase the sample size (treatment group: n¼ 1,216, control group: n¼ 1,219)

again, but the list length and list items remained the same as in Studies A and B.

Both groups were asked how many of the activities they had previously engaged in, the

traditional ICT question format.

Direct self-reports of turnout7 and vote choice were used to capture the proportion

of voters and radical right supporters.8 Following Holbrook and Krosnick (2010), we

provide one-tailed z-tests to identify whether the ICT provides higher or lower es-

timates than the direct measures. We expect that the turnout rate as estimated by the

ICT is significantly lower than self-reported turnout in Studies A and B (i.e., follow-

ing the ‘‘less-is-better’’ assumption), and that the ICT estimate for radical right voting

is significantly higher in Study C (i.e., following the ‘‘more-is-better’’ assumption).

Results

We begin by presenting our findings on socially desirable high-incidence behavior

looking at voter turnout. While Study A yields an ICT estimate of 85.4%, self-report

6Consequently, we obtain dichotomous variables for each item on the control group’s list. On the basis of
these dummy variables, we then generated a simple count measure, and calculated the mean for the control
group.

7We used the Belli, Moore, and VanHoewyk (2006) turnout question with additional response options.
8By contrast to the conditions implemented in the 2011 experiment, all respondents were also directly

asked to provide direct self-reports in the surveys conducted in 2013. The literature has pointed out that
question order or contamination effects, in which one question affects the response to a later question, may
occur (Gaines, Kuklinski, & Quirk, 2007; Transue, Lee, & Aldrich, 2009). We reduced the possibility of
potential spillover effects in 2013 by directly asking respondents to provide self-reports of turnout and vote
choice at the beginning of the survey and by implementing the experiments by the end of the questionnaire.
Respondents were asked to answer a large number of political and nonpolitical items in between. The fact
that the ICT appears to perform poorly in 2011—where a separate experimental condition was implemented
to capture the direct self-reports—and in 2013—where all respondents were directly asked to provide a
direct self-report—suggests that spillover effects are not a problem in this context.

R E S E A R C H N O T E 163

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ijpor/article/29/1/157/2669456 by guest on 02 M

ay 2023

Deleted Text:  
Deleted Text: -
Deleted Text: a
Deleted Text: to 
Deleted Text: employed 
Deleted Text: -
Deleted Text: a
Deleted Text:  
Deleted Text: employed 
Deleted Text:  
Deleted Text:  
Deleted Text: -
Deleted Text:  
Deleted Text:  
Deleted Text: -
Deleted Text:  
Deleted Text: e
Deleted Text: d
Deleted Text: very 
Deleted Text: -
Deleted Text:  -- 
Deleted Text:  -- 
Deleted Text:  -- 
Deleted Text:  -- 
Deleted Text:  


displays a turnout of 80.8%. That is a difference of 4.6% (z-statistic¼ 0.51, p¼ 0.31),

which fails to reach conventional levels of statistical significance, however. Although

the results indicate that the ICT does not perform differently in comparison with the

direct measure, it is worth noting that its estimate is further away from the official

turnout results than the traditional question format. In the 2008 general election,

78.8% of the eligible voters in Austria cast a ballot.9 In sum, the ICT produces a

decent estimate that is similar to the direct self-reports, but which is yet further

away from the value provided by the official statistics than the traditional question

format.

In Study B, the ICT yields a turnout estimate of 97.7% compared with the 92.7%

of respondents who directly reported that they cast a ballot in 2013. Once again the

difference between these two estimates is not statistically significant at conventional

levels (z-statistic¼ 0.81, p¼ 0.21). However, the result also confirms our previous

conclusions: In statistical terms, the ICT provides a similar result as the direct meas-

ure, but it is again further away from the official turnout result, which was declared at

74.9% in the 2013 elections.10 Once again, we are unable to obtain a lower estimate in

the logic of the ‘‘less-is-better’’ assumption11: We must conclude that the ICT failed

to better predict turnout than the direct reports.

Next, we turn to underreporting of socially undesirable high-incidence behavior by

looking at radical right voting (Study C). While 23.3% of the respondents in our panel

study reported that they voted for the FPÖ looking at the traditional vote choice

question, only 7.2% indicated that they supported the FPÖ according to the ICT’s

estimate. The z-statistics reveal a major statistically significant disparity between the

ICT’s estimate and the self-reported estimate (z-statistic¼ 3.4, p< 0.01). Once again,

the ICT was unable to provide more accurate estimates in comparison with the direct

self-reports. Considering that the share of FPÖ voters was declared by official gov-

ernment statistics with 20.5%,12 the results based on the direct self-reports are closer

to the official values than the ICT estimates. The findings suggest that the ICT also

fails to limit underreporting of socially undesirable high-incidence behavior—the

‘‘more-is-better’’ assumption has to be rejected (Table 2).13

9See Bundesministerium für Inneres (2008). Österreichische Nationalratswahlen 2008 [Election Results].
Retrieved February 9, 2015 from http://wahl08.bmi.gv.at/.

10See Bundesministerium für Inneres (2013). Österreich–Nationalratswahl 2013 [Election Results].
Retrieved February 9, 2015 from http://wahl13.bmi.gv.at/.

11Although we use different research designs with regard to our list items (Corstange, 2009; Holbrook &
Krosnick, 2010), we do not obtain better or worse ICT results regardless of the different formats. We think
that this is a strength of our study and a contribution to the literature focusing on the various techniques to
ask about items.

12See Bundesministerium für Inneres (2013). Österreich–Nationalratswahl 2013 [Election Results].
Retrieved February 9, 2015 from http://wahl13.bmi.gv.at/.

13Our approach to evaluating the ICT’s performance implicitly relies on the assumption of no design
effect, that is, the response behaviour is not dependent on the list length itself—independent from the item
content. We have evaluated our three studies on the presence of such an effect (Blair & Imai, 2012, 2013;
Comş a & Postelnicu, 2013; Wolter & Laier, 2014). While we do not find statistically significant support for
potential design effects in Study B and Study C, we uncover a statistically significant result for Study A.
The p-value in Study A is below the crucial threshold of �/2¼ .025 (Blair & Imai, 2012, p. 69).
Consequently, we cannot completely rule out that the relatively poor performance of the ICT in Study
A may at least in part reflect a design effect (Rosenfeld, Imai, & Shapiro, 2014). However, as the list items
in Study A focus on different areas, we expect the design effect to be small (Comş a & Postelnicu, 2013).
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Overall, the ICT has performed poorly looking at socially (un-)desirable high-

incidence behavior.

Conclusion and Discussion

This article has investigated whether the ICT reduces SDB in high-incidence behav-

ior. Previous evidence has indicated that the ICT is a useful method to reduce SDB

when it is applied to socially undesirable low-incidence behavior. It is easily admin-

istered in questionnaires and allows respondents to confidentially reveal sensitive be-

havior. However, it is unclear whether the ICT also performs well in tackling SDB in

socially desirable and undesirable high-incidence behavior. Our article contributes

systematic empirical analysis of the latter in the context of electoral behavior. We

tested whether the ICT is able to accurately predict socially desirable high-incidence

behavior (here: electoral turnout) as well as socially undesirable high-incidence behav-

ior (here: radical right voting). All results point into the same direction: When pre-

dicting high-incidence behavior, the ICT performs worse in comparison with the

direct self-reports on all occasions. We further addressed some of the issues that

were identified by previous studies, such as sample sizes, question format, and

modes. However, changing these conditions did not improve the ICT’s performance

in the context of high-incidence behavior.

Table 2
Estimates of the ICT Estimates and Self-Reports (Studies A, B, and C)a

Study A:
Turnout 2011

Study B:
Turnout 2013

Study C:
RRW 2013

Self-reports
Sample size 260 935 2052
Self-report’s estimate 80.8% 92.8% 23.3%

(2.5%) (0.9%) (0.9%)
ICT
Mean for treatment group 2.1 2.5 2.82
Mean for control group 1.3 1.6 2.75
Sample size 565 927 2435
ICT’s estimate 85.4% 97.9% 7.2%

(8.9%) (6.3%) (4.6%)
Official statistics 78.8% 74.9% 20.5%
z-test ICT and self-reportsb 0.50 0.80 3.42***

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. Standard errors in parentheses.
aNote that we also used the least squares estimator to calculate the ICT’s results instead of the standard
difference-in-means procedure (see Blair & Imai, 2012; Comş a & Postelnicu, 2013; Rosenfeld, Imai, &
Shapiro, 2015; Çarkoğlu & Aytaç, 2015). The results do not substantially change our findings: Study A,
85.4% (8.9%); Study B, 98.0% (6.2%); Study C, 7.2% (4.6%). The maximum likelihood estimator did not
converge (see Comş a & Postelnicu, 2013; Wolter & Laier, 2014 for a more detailed discussion).
bOne-tailed z-tests. *p< .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001. Standard errors in parentheses. Note that standard
errors of mean differences are reported for ICT estimates (see Holbrook and Krosnick, 2010). Data of Study
A and Study B weighted.
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Our findings confirm doubts about the functioning of the ICT on socially (un-)

desirable high-incidence behavior raised by previous research. This suggest that the

ICT might be an appropriate method to capture socially undesirable, infrequently

practiced behavior, such as drug abuse or shoplifting, but that it is inappropriate for

predicting frequently practiced behavior with socially desirable and undesirable con-

notations, such as turnout and radical right voting.

We can only speculate about the reasons for this. As Holbrook and Krosnick (2010)

have pointed out, other underlying mechanisms may be at work. The ICT’s logic may

simply not apply to high-incidence behavior. Social desirability pressures may also be

much lower than previously expected when electoral behavior is concerned, indicating

that overreporting occurs for other reasons than SDB. Although investigations using

other variants of the randomized response technique suggest that such methods are

valuable to capture electoral (non-)participation, they also indicate that voting is less

sensitive in comparison with other behaviors, such as domestic violence (Moshagen,

Musch, & Erdfelder, 2012). Some of the empirical properties of the ICT might render

the design particularly vulnerable to error. One example is the selection of the unob-

trusive items: The items in the Austrian context were carefully collected, but it is

impossible to fully suspend that they had too much or too little prevalence. Finally,

mode effects may play a role especially in Study C. Previous research has suggested that

SDB is lower in online studies because respondents anonymously fill in the question-

naire without the presence of an interviewer (Holbrook & Krosnick, 2010). Moreover,

online surveys attract young and politically interested respondents. As radical right

voting is particularly prominent among younger citizens, the online mode may capture

such effects.

Overall, we conclude that studies, which aim at exploring the psychological mech-

anisms of the ICT in high-incidence behavior, are necessary before the technique

should be used in surveys again. This includes empirical research on the certainty

with which we can identify that the high-incidence behavior in question is indeed

prone to SDB, that is, electoral behavior in the respective context. It may well be that

sensitive behavior, such as radical right support, is more accepted in other contexts,

and other bias distorts the quality of the survey responses. We would advise re-

searchers to be cautious when using the ICT in the context of socially (un-)desirable

high-incidence behavior until these issues are solved. It may even be worth reconsider-

ing more traditional question formats. At least our results lend some confidence to the

assertion that staying away from ICT and exploring other methods to limit SDB when

dealing with high-incidence behavior may be more valuable.
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Supplementary Data are available at IJPOR online.
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