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The International Social Survey 

Programme (ISSP) 

• Collaborative programme of cross-cultural social 

science survey research  

• Founded in 1984 by four countries 

• 49 countries (05/2012) from all over the world 

• Annual monothematic module design  

• Topics important for social science research  

• Substantive questions - input harmonized 

• ISSP standard background variables (BV) - output 

harmonized 
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ISSP Standard BV – until ISSP 2009 

• Fixed set of 34 ISSP standard background 

variables (BV); 

• Stipulated measurement goals;  

but: no fixed BV question wording;  

  no fixed question order and  

  no rules of BV construction. 

• Country-specific data collection and country-

specific construction of ISSP BV;  

done by each ISSP member individually. 
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• Fixed set of 47 revised ISSP standard BV 

– Still: Country-specific data collection; 

– Still: Country-specific harmonization; to do by 

ISSP members. 

• New: ISSP BV guidelines 

– Clarification of measurement goals; 

– Suggestions for question wording and order 

suggested; 

– Guidelines for the construction of ISSP BV. 

Revised ISSP Standard BV ISSP since 2010  



Quality Assessment of ISSP 2010 BV 

• Quality assessment in technical terms. 

• Based on first data release of ISSP 2010: 

30 countries. 

 

• Non-coverage of ISSP BV; 

• Non-coverage of individual categories; 

• Item non-response. 
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Non-coverage of ISSP BV  

 
• Basic check of country-specific frequency 

distribution of ISSP BV. 

• If ISSP BV NOT covered by ISSP member 

search for reasons: 

– Back checking the ISSP 2010 study monitoring 

report on omitted ISSP BV; 

– Back checking country-specific ISSP BV 

documentations. 
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Non-coverage: Results 

• 27 BV provided by all ISSP members in ISSP 
2010. 

• For 8 BV, only one ISSP member missed to 
provide them. 

• For 12 BV, several ISSP members missed to 
provide them. 

• Most problematic: 
– partner‘s working hours (6 ISSP members); 

– employment relationship (5 ISSP members); 

– partner supervises other employees (7 ISSP 
members). 
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Non-coverage of Individual Categories 
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• Basic check of country-specific frequency 

distributions of ISSP BV. 

• If ISSP BV category DOES NOT appear 

search for reasons: 

– Back checking ISSP BV documentations; 

– Back checking ISSP 2010 field questionnaires on 

existence of explicite/ implicite response category. 

 



Non-coverage of Individual Cat.: Results 

• For 20 BV: no pre-defined categories. 

• For 11 BV: pre-defined categories are covered by all 

ISSP members. 

• For 4 BV: only single ISSP members did not cover all 

pre-defined categories. 

• For 12 BV: several ISSP members did not cover all pre-

defined categories. 

• Most problematic: 

– R main status (13 ISSP members); 

– spouse main status (12 ISSP members); 

– party affiliation constructed into left-right scale (10 members); 

– religious groups (10 ISSP members). 
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Item Non-response 

• Check of country-specific frequency 

distributions of ISSP BV. 

• No answer (NA), don’t know (DK), refused . 

• Filter routing considered; NAP not counted in 

non-response. 

• Classification of non-response level 

– low: <10% 

– medium: 10-50% 

– high: >50% 
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Item Non-response: Results 

• 14 BV do not show considerable non-response. 

• For 5 BV, only single ISSP members showed non-
response higher than 10%. 

• For 17 BV, several ISSP members’ data show a 
considerable amount of non-response: 
– For 10 BV: non-response higher than 10% for 2-6 members; 

– For 7 BV: non-response higher than 10% for 8-13 members. 

• Most problematic:  
– income (personal and household: 20 ISSP members 

and more); 

– number of employees; 

– number of supervised employees. 
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Summary 

Some concerns on quality of a few ISSP BV due 
to combination of various problems: 
 

• NEMPLOY: high amount of non-response; 

• NSUP: not provided by four ISSP members and 
high amount of non-response;  

• SPWRKHRS, SPEMPREL and SPWRKSUP: not 
provided by considerable amount of ISSP 
members and considerable amount of non-
response; 

• Personal and household INCOME: considerable 
amount of non-response. 
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Future Plans 

• Re-run basic quality assessment for ISSP 

2011 data. 

• Additional substative analyses on the value of 

revised ISSP standard BV. 
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Thank you for your attention. 

Contact: evi.scholz@gesis.org 

     regina.jutz@gesis.org 
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Information on ISSP 

• General information on ISSP: www.issp.org 

• ISSP-data and documentation (of ISSP BV 
for ISSP 2004ff. ) from GESIS Data Archive 

• ISSP BV guidelines and sample BV 
questionnaire from GESIS Data Archive 

 http://www.gesis.org/en/issp/issp-home/ 
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List of ISSP Standard Background Variables–ISSP 2002-2009 
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List of ISSP Standard Background Variables–ISSP 2010 
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