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Why People Respond to Surveys:

A Cost-Benefit Theory of Survey Participation
by
Eleanor Singer

Since earning her Ph.D. Eleanor Singer has been an academic survey re-
searcher, most recently at the Survey Research Center at the Institute for Social
Research at the University of Michigan, where she is Research Professor
Emerita. Beginning in 1975, the focus of her work has been the empirical investi-
gation of ethical issues in the treatment of human subjects. Starting with a study
of the consequences of informed consent procedures for response rates and re-
sponse quality in surveys, to which she has returned at various points in her ca-
reer, she has studied the impact of concerns about privacy and confidentiality on
participation in a variety of settings and in face-to-face, telephone, mail, and Web
surveys. She has also examined the effect of incentives on response rates, ex-
pectations about future rewards, and behavior in future surveys, as well as the
potentially "coercive" effects of using monetary rewards to induce survey patrtici-
pation. In addition to her own research, she has served on or chaired various Na-
tional Academy panels on privacy and confidentiality, data access, and protection
of human subjects of research.
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