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Conceptual Cousins



Hawthorne Effect



Reactivity



Push Polls



Marketing Surveys



Asking People Questions May 

Change the Object of Study

(or at the quality of responses)



But This Doesn’t Happen in

the Kinds of Surveys We Care About
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Right ?!?
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1. We need more research on how, when, and 
why panel conditioning effects happen

2. Surveys need to build in tests for panel 
conditioning at the design stage



Why Does This Happen?



Measuring Non-Existent Attitudes

“Do you think NASA spends too much or too little 
money developing the technology to send 
people to Mars?”

1. Time 1: “Too much!”

2. Interim: Thought, attention to news, research

3. Time 2: “About right.”



Generating Knowledge of or Interest in 
Behaviors

“Have You Enrolled in the National ‘Do Not Call’ 
Registry?”

1. Time 1: “No”

2. Interim: Thought, research

3. Time 2: “Yes”



Forcing People to Confront Socially Non-
Normative Attitudes or Behaviors

“Do You Watch Pornographic Movies?”

1. Time 1: “Yes”

2. Interim: Feelings of shame

3. Time 2: “No”



Building Trust Relationships Over Time

“Do You Watch Pornographic Movies?”

1. Time 1: “No … that would be wrong”

2. Interim: Enhancement of trust

3. Time 2: “OK … yes”



Teaching People to Manipulate Surveys

Time 1:

Q: “Are you unemployed?”

A: “Yes”

Q: “Please answer the following 17 questions 
about your unemployment”



Teaching People to Manipulate Surveys

Time 2:

Q: “Are you unemployed?”

A: “No”



Teaching People to Be Better Respondents

“What is Your Home Worth?”

Time 1: “I don’t know.  Maybe $250,000?”

Interim: Research

Time 2: “$221,500.”



The Role of Time 



The Role of Time

Panel conditioning effects may be especially 
pronounced when survey waves are closer 
together in time.



Methods for Assessing 

Panel Conditioning Bias
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OK if treatment is unrelated to risk of attrition



Experimental Designs

Mainstay of research in marketing, political 
science, cognitive psychology, internet panels

Costly for larger longitudinal surveys to 
implement



Torche, Florencia, John Robert Warren, and Andrew Halpern-Manners. 2012. 

‘‘Panel Conditioning in a Longitudinal Study of Chilean Adolescents’ 

Substance Use: Evidence from an Experiment.’’ Social Forces. 90:891-918.
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Some loss of external validity



Rotating Panel Designs

Current Population Survey; General Social 
Survey; Consumer Expenditure Survey; Medical 
Expenditure Panel Survey

Little cost for at least checking for panel 
conditioning
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Recommendations



More Research

How, when, why, and for whom does panel 
conditioning happen?



Improve Survey Design

Use extant research to anticipate, avoid PC

Build in methodological experiments on Day 1

Rotating panels?  No excuse not to check for PC



Analogy to Random Measurement Error

We all know it is a potential problem

We almost never think about it



Thank you



Thank you
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