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When performing data linkage, survey respondents need to provide their
informed consent. Since not all respondents agree to this request, the linked
data-set will have fewer observations than the survey data-set alone and bias
may be introduced. By focusing on the role that survey design features play in
gaining respondents’ consent, this paper provides an innovative contribution to
the studies in this field. Analysing experimental data collected in a nationally
representative household panel survey of the British population, we find that
interview features such as question format (dependent/independent questions)
and placement of the consent question within the questionnaire have an impact
on consent rates.

Keywords: data linkage; asking for consent; experiments; dependent
interviewing; context effects; longitudinal studies; Innovation Panel

1. Introduction

Linkage of person-based administrative data to survey data is becoming increasingly
popular as it has the potential to overcome some of the main challenges currently
facing survey practitioners, e.g. reducing survey costs and easing respondent and
interviewer burden. However, successful implementation of data linkage between
survey data and person-based administrative data is a complex process.

One of the main hurdles in realising the full potential of linked survey and
administrative data is the requirement, common to many countries, that survey
respondents give their informed consent before the survey organisation can share the
respondent’s personal information with the custodians of the administrative data for
them (or a third party) to identify the survey respondent’s record and to send the au-
thorised information back to the survey team. In order to be valid, the decision to
consent or not consent must be made by the respondent alone and there must not be
any coercion. The respondent must be given full information about what their deci-
sion involves, including the benefits and risks, and they must have the capacity to
understand the information provided to them. Since not all respondents agree to this
request, the linked data-set will have fewer observations than the survey data-
set alone and bias may be introduced if those who consent differ in some systematic
way from those who do not consent. Moreover, consent to data linkage is only asked
conditional on the initial agreement of the sample member to participate in the

*Corresponding author. Email: emanuela.sala@unimib.it

© 2014 The Author(s). Published by Routledge.
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/3.0/, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly
cited. The moral rights of the named author(s) have been asserted.

International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 2014
Vol. 17, No. 5, 455–473, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2014.899101

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

90
.2

44
.5

9.
38

] 
at

 0
0:

36
 1

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
4 

mailto:emanuela.sala@unimib.it
http://https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/
http://https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2014.899101


survey. Thus, where the same characteristics are associated with both survey
response and consent, the bias introduced between consenters and survey non-
responders will be increased.

The task of obtaining survey participation may be seen as different to the task of
eliciting consent. The former may require the interviewer to use their skills of per-
suasion and potentially conversion, the latter task is more rooted to the standardised
interviewing model where the interviewer reads out the request as written and is not
encouraged to actively influence the respondent. In addition, the interviewer is finan-
cially incentivised to obtain a survey interview, but is not incentivised to get a con-
sent to data linkage (Sakshaug, Couper, Ofstedal, & Weir, 2012).

A number of empirical studies have examined consent rates and consent bias
with respect to respondent and interviewer characteristics. By contrast, there is as
yet very little methodological research on how the design of the questionnaire instru-
ment may assist in achieving higher consent rates and help attenuate potential con-
sent bias. Survey design decisions such as where to position the consent question in
the questionnaire or how to word the consent question are often based on practical
and operational considerations rather than on sound empirical evidence. The knowl-
edge gap is particularly marked in the context of longitudinal studies where a num-
ber of additional design decisions arise. For example, in which wave of the survey
should respondents be asked the consent question? How can respondents be reasked
or reminded of any consent they have given in the past in an ethical way but without
jeopardising the quality and quantity of linked data?

This study contributes to significantly enhance the current knowledge about how
to ask for informed consent to data linkage by reporting empirical evidence from
random treatment-control experiments on the performance of some important survey
design options, many of which pertain specifically to longitudinal studies. We
analyse experimental data collected in a nationally representative household panel
survey for Great Britain, the Innovation Panel (IP) of the UK Household Longitudi-
nal Study (UKHLS), which allow us to investigate empirically the trade-off between
asking early on in the life of a panel and holding back the request until more rapport
has been built and to examine the effect of implementing different design options
for confirming (or reasking) consent. Moreover, we provide further empirical evi-
dence on the effect of the question ordering and provide a deeper understanding of
the reasons why people give or withhold consent. Section 4, below, gives more
information about the IP.

The findings suggest that interview features such as question wording and place-
ment of the consent question within the questionnaire have an impact on consent
rates. We also find evidence that suggests that specific interviewer training and care-
fully drafted question wording may help alleviate concerns about data linkage and
therefore have a positive effect on consent rates. The study also provides practical
guidance to survey methodologists and survey agencies on the implementation of
eliciting consent to data linkage.

2. Linking administrative data to survey data. What are the drivers of
consent?

Much of the survey research on data linkage has focused on identifying the corre-
lates of respondents’ propensity to consent.1 In a nutshell, studies that have exam-
ined which respondent characteristics are associated with consent have typically
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found some association with socio-demographic and socio-economic characteristics,
but there were no consistent drivers of consent across studies. The only exception is
with commonly accepted markers of survey cooperation, altruism and trust. These
are associated with a greater propensity to consent across studies (for a review see
Korbmacher & Schroeder, 2013; Sala, Burton, & Knies, 2012).

Moreover, while a number of studies have found interviewer effects, when spe-
cific interviewer characteristics were considered in multivariate models, few of them
were associated with consent (Fulton, 2012; Korbmacher & Schroeder, 2013;
Sakshaug et al., 2012; Sala et al., 2012). There was little agreement in findings
across studies, albeit the evidence base in this field is very small. As Fulton (2012)
notes, ‘findings are inconsistent, and sometimes in opposing directions’. Korbmacher
and Schroeder (2013) find that the interviewers’ age, experience and performance
matter whereas Sala et al. (2012), testing a similar range of characteristics, find that
the interviewers’ task-specific experience is associated with consent but not their
experience more generally. Fulton (2012), using the US National Immunization Sur-
vey, finds that increased experience on the survey is associated with lower consent
rates. A similar finding is reported in analysis of the Survey of Health Insurance and
Program Participation where interviewers with greater experience had lower consent
rates than those with average levels of experience (Pascale, 2011). Sakshaug et al.
(2012) also find no evidence for interviewer demographic effects. A consistent find-
ing across the studies investigating interviewer effects is that there is no empirical
support for the hypothesis that interviewer attitudes and personality matter. This is
true both when we look at interviewer personality traits and attitudes to persuading
respondents more generally (see, e.g. Sala et al., 2012) and also when considering
their more specific attitude to consent to data linkage: Sakshaug, Tutz, and Kreuter
(2013) find no difference in obtaining consent between interviewers who would
themselves consent to data linkage and those who would be reluctant to consent.

The main focus of the present study lies in examining whether design and imple-
mentation of the consent instrument affect consent rates. Although much understud-
ied, a number of studies have considered the association between interview features
and consent. For example, Jenkins, Lynn, Jäckle, and Sala (2008) find that the
length of the interview (interpreted as a proxy for interviewer-respondent rapport)
and the level of understanding of survey questions are predictors of consent. Sala
et al. (2012) find that survey ‘fidelity’, the interview sequence and the number of
consents that have already been given by other household members are related to
consent. To our knowledge, there is only one study which considers specific design
features of the consent instrument on the consent rate. Sakshaug et al. (2013) find
that the consent rate was 9.6% points higher among those who were asked for con-
sent at the start of a telephone interview compared to those who were asked at the
end. The study also finds no effect on consent rates of mentioning data linkage as a
route to reduce the burden on the respondent.

3. Research hypotheses

When talking about interview features, we will refer, more specifically, to three
aspects which are relevant to the case of data linkage, especially when it is per-
formed in a longitudinal context: the location of the consent question in the ques-
tionnaire, the time in the life of the panel when the consent question is asked and
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the type of question that is used to phrase the consent question. We consider each
aspect as a distinct line of enquiry in our research and expand on them in the
subsections below.

3.1. The placement of the consent question

Research has shown that responses to survey questions may be influenced by prior
questions (McClendon & O’Brien, 1988; Schuman & Presser, 1981; Tourangeau
et al., 2000). A question which causes a respondent to consider a particular subject
may affect the way that they respond to a subsequent question. This has been found
to occur with general well-being questions (McClendon & O’Brien, 1988) and fear
of crime questions (Yang & Hinkle, 2012). The phenomenon has been referred to as
the ‘context effect’ or the ‘question ordering effect’.

We aim to investigate whether consent rates vary according to the placement of
the consent question. As we mentioned in the introduction, survey design decisions
regarding the placement of the consent question are often based on practical and
operational decisions. Where the consent question is accompanied by an information
leaflet for the sample member to read, and a form which needs to be signed to
record consent, the consent question is typically asked at the end of the interview so
as not to break up the flow of the interview. However, we argue that consent rates
may be higher when the consent question is asked after a series of questions on a
similar topic (‘in context’) than when the consent question is asked at the end of the
questionnaire. The underlying mechanism is that if the request for consent appears
in context, this makes the request more salient; hence, the respondent will be more
likely to agree to data linkage. Therefore, we test whether asking for consent to link
to administrative data about the receipt of state benefits after a section in the inter-
view that asks about these benefits leads to a higher level of consent than asking at
the end of the interview. We hypothesise that having just been asked, and answering,
a series of questions about the receipt of a large number of state benefits, the respon-
dent will be more likely to consent to linkage to data about those benefits. This may
be because the respondent will want to appear consistent (‘assimilation effect’) or
want to reduce future redundancy and short cut the questionnaire (e.g. ‘If I consent
to this, I might not be asked these questions again next year’).

3.2. The time in the life of the panel when the consent question is asked

In the case of longitudinal studies, responses to survey questions may be influenced
by a number of factors, including answers to questions administered in previous
interviews (i.e. panel conditioning) and the time in the life of the panel when a spe-
cific question is asked. We intend to explore whether consent rates vary according to
the wave of the panel in which the consent question is asked. Similar to the previous
research question, studies on this topic are lacking. Our hypothesis is that consent
rates are higher for respondents who are interviewed later in the life of a panel.
Research has shown that asking for consent to link survey data to administrative
data may be a sensitive topic (Sala et al., 2012); therefore, higher consent rates may
be gained when respondents have developed trust in the survey organisation and are
engaged in the survey, i.e. later in the life of the panel.
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3.3. The type of survey questions

Responses to survey questions vary according to the type of question respondents
are administered as well as to the question wording (see, e.g. Belli, Traugott, Young,
& McGonagle, 1999; Prohaska, Brown, & Belli, 1998; Schuldt, Konrath, &
Schwarz, 2011; Singer et al., 2010; Tourangeau et al., 2000). We aim to investigate
whether consent rates vary by the type of survey question respondents are adminis-
tered. This research question is also driven by practical motivations, as ethical guid-
ance in many countries requires survey organisations to periodically give sample
members a chance to change their minds about consent. There are a number of ways
this can be done and different data holders may have different preferences.

In a longitudinal context, we may distinguish between dependent and standard
independent questions. Dependent interviewing (DI) is a standardised questioning
method particular to longitudinal surveys that is widely used on major surveys inter-
nationally. It uses data gathered in previous interviews with the respondent to formu-
late question text. This practice can be distinguished from the standard independent
interviewing (INDI), which makes no reference to data previously collected to
phrase questions or route respondents through questionnaires (Lynn, Jäckle, Jenkins,
& Sala, 2006; Mathiowetz & McGonagle, 2000).

We hypothesise that overall consent rates to data linkage may vary according to
the type of question respondents are asked. We also argue that responses given in the
past may also play a key role in the mechanisms that lead respondents to consent in a
later wave. In particular, we believe that respondents tend to agree with information
that is fed-forward from previous interviews, regardless of their specific content. This
hypothesis is driven by two considerations. First, there is evidence that survey
respondents like to be consistent when they are responding to survey questions
(Groves, Cialdini, & Couper, 1992). If they answer in a contradictory way, they may
appear to the interviewer to be indecisive or give the impression that they had
answered ‘wrongly’ in the past. Thus, by reminding respondents of their previous
response, they are likely to give the same answer (in our case, a yes or a no to a con-
sent question). When respondents are asked the question independently, they have no
reminder of their previous answer, and so they are able to make the decision at the
time without worrying about consistency. Second, there is evidence that shows that
DI questions may facilitate the response process and ease respondent burden (Sala
et al., 2012). As argued by Tourangeau (1984), the response process is structured in
four main steps: (1) understanding the question; (2) retrieving the relevant informa-
tion; (3) making a judgment; and (4) selecting a response. In the case of the consent
to data linkage question, where respondents need to process difficult information and
make a decision in relatively little time, DI may affect the second and the third step.
By reminding the respondent of their previous response, they are given an opportu-
nity to short cut this cognitive process by giving them an easy response; to agree with
their previous answer. This short cut is justified by the respondent ‘trusting’ their ear-
lier thought processes, rather than thinking through the response from the beginning.

4. Data

We use data collected in the fourth wave of the IP. The analyses also draw on the
longitudinal nature of the study by including information from previous waves,
mainly wave 1.
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The IP is a longitudinal household panel study, representative of the population
living in Great Britain in 2008. Interviews take place annually. The IP is part of the
UKHLS, one of the major investments in the social sciences research infrastructure
in the UK.2 It is a resource for carrying out innovative longitudinal experimental
and methodological research, such as testing different fieldwork designs (for a
review, see Budd et al., 2012). Findings from the IP inform the design of the
UKHLS as well as other longitudinal surveys worldwide.

The IP sample is a clustered, stratified and equal probability design of almost
1500 households (at wave 1, in 2008). At IP4, a refreshment sample of 960 issued
households was added to the original sample. The achieved sample at IP4 consisted
of 910 households and 1456 adults in the original sample, and 464 households and
723 adults in the refreshment sample.

The standard IP design, in terms of questionnaire content and sample following
rules, is modelled on the main-stage of the UKHLS. The survey collects a wide
range of information including job and education, fertility histories, health condi-
tions, personal finances, social participation and social attitudes.

At IP4, eligible adults were interviewed using computer-assisted personal inter-
viewing. In addition, there was a self-completion instrument, which for half the sam-
ple was administered with a paper questionnaire and for the other half, a
questionnaire carried out using the laptop (Computer Assisted Self Interviewing,
CASI). The survey included thirteen experiments, three of which were on consent to
data linkage (for a review of the main findings, see Budd et al., 2012).3

4.1. Collecting informed consent to data linkage in the IP

The IP offers a valuable opportunity to address some of the outstanding research
questions around best practices for collecting informed consent, in particular those
paramount in longitudinal study designs. The decision to seek respondents’ consent
to data linkage in the IP was driven by scientific motivations as well as practical
considerations such as the relatively low consent rates to data linkage in the British
Household Panel Survey (BHPS) (Knies, Burton, & Sala, 2012; Sala et al., 2012)
and the plans to implement data linkage on the associated UKHLS. To address some
of the concerns and the research questions of the IP design team, a detailed plan to
ask for consent to link respondents’ survey data to a wide range of administrative
records was developed and a number of experiments were designed and imple-
mented over time.

The process of asking for consent in the IP is similar to the one implemented in
the BHPS and described in detail in Knies et al. (2012). In summary, there is a brief
preamble to the consent question which informs the respondent that the study would
like to add information from specific (named) administrative records to the responses
given in the interview; there is an information leaflet which provides further infor-
mation on what the data linkage involves, and, in order to give permission, the
respondents need to sign a consent form. Consent is asked at the end of the inter-
view so that signing the forms and reading the information leaflet does not interrupt
the flow of the interview. The outcome of the consent question is recorded in CAPI
and a copy of the signed consent forms is kept by the respondent and the original is
collected by the survey organisation, reconciled against the data and then sent to
ISER for secure storage for future reference. The IP4 protocol differs from the
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standard process of collecting informed consent for a number of aspects relating to
the experimental manipulation.

Consent to data linkage was collected at a number of different stages. Table 1
provides an overview of the implementation of data linkage in the IP together with
the consent rates. IP respondents may revoke their consent anytime after it has been
given, and there are currently no plans to perform data linkages for consenters.

4.2. Experimenting with different ways of asking for consent at IP4

To address our research questions, we developed three experiments:

4.2.1. Experiment 1. Context effects

IP4 adult respondents (aged 16+) were randomly allocated to two treatment groups4:
one group were asked for their consent at the end of the questionnaire (control
group, ‘at the end’), the other group were asked for consent after a module of ques-
tions which asked about the receipt of state benefits and other payments (treatment
group, ‘in context’).

4.2.2. Experiment 2. Time in the life panel effects

At IP1 adult respondents were randomly allocated to two treatment groups: two-
thirds of the sample (control group) were asked for consent at IP1; the remaining
one-third of the sample were to be asked for consent later in the life of the panel,
i.e. at IP4 (treatment group).

Unfortunately, there was an error in the implementation of this experiment at
IP1. In the first two months of fieldwork, all respondents were asked for consent.

Table 1. Percentage of the sample agreeing to administrative data linkage on Innovation
Panel, waves 1–4.

Administrative data type
Wave
1

Wave
2

Wave
3

Wave
4

National Insurance contributions, benefits and tax records,
savings and pensionsA

56.9a 62.2

Education: 4–15-year-oldsB 65.1b 55.6c

Education: 16–24-year-oldsB 69.0b 78.9c

Health: 0–15-year-oldsC 72.6d

Health: 16+-year-oldsC 79.6d

Note: Unweighted data.
AFrom the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) and Her Majesty’s Revenue and
Customs (HMRC).
BFrom the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) at IP1, and the English Department
for Children, Schools and Families, the Welsh Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning,
and Skills, the Scottish Government Education Directorate, or the Department of Education/Education
and Skills Authority in Northern Ireland at IP2.
CFrom the National Health Service (NHS), Department of Health, General Registration Office and the
Office for National Statistics.
aExperimental allocation of two-thirds of the sample.
bAsked of 16–24-year-olds, plus the responsible adult for children aged 4–15.
cFor new entrants or those who had not consented at IP1 and were aged 4–24.
dAll responding adults, plus the responsible adult was asked for consent for children aged 0–15.
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This was discovered and corrected so that from the start of the third month of IP1
fieldwork one-third of respondents were not asked for consent. It is this group who
are being asked ‘later in the life of the panel’, at IP4. Implications for evaluating
Experiment 2 are discussed in the analysis methods section.

4.2.3. Experiment 3. Question wording effects

IP4 respondents who had been asked for consent to link to benefit data at IP1 were
randomly allocated to two treatment groups: one group were asked the consent ques-
tion independently, i.e. they were not reminded of their previous answer (control
group, ‘INDI’), the other group were reminded of their IP1 response and were asked
if they were still (un)willing to allow the data linkage (treatment group, ‘DI’). The
allocation to this experiment was done independently of the context effect experi-
ment.

The wording of the verbal consent question for all experimental groups is pro-
vided in Appendix 1. Respondents who gave verbal consent were then asked for
their written consent in a follow-up question, which was administered at the end of
the interview including for those asked for consent ‘in context’ (i.e. the treatment
group of Experiment 1).5

In addition, all respondents were asked a follow-up question on reasons for con-
senting or not consenting to data linkage at the end of the interview. Upon the
administration of the follow-up question, the interviewer coded whether or not the
respondent had changed their mind. Last, but not least, some sections of the IP4
interviews were audio-recorded, including the consent to data linkage question (con-
sent to audio-recording: 68.4%).6

5. Methods of analysis

To address the research questions, we use both bivariate and multivariate logistic
regression analysis. The dependent variable is a dummy variable that indicates
whether a respondent has provided verbal consent to perform data linkage: a value
of 1 indicates that consent has been provided and a value of 0 indicates consent was
withheld. The key independent variable is an indicator of the experimental treatment
groups.

In the bivariate analysis, we compare consent rates at the relevant waves, for the
relevant respondents and samples. The analysis plan is described in detail in the last
column of Table 2. A standard t-test is used to test for differences in consent rates.
In the regression analysis, we include additional control variables such as age, gen-
der, employment status, net earnings, number of times the respondent was inter-
viewed prior to IP4, a proxy for cognitive skills (the level of understanding of the
questionnaire) and the type of considerations while deciding about data linkage.

Due to the implementation error of Experiment 2 in IP1, for a robustness check,
we will restrict the IP4 analysis sample to respondents who were interviewed in the
last sample months. Respondents in the IP1 experimental treatment groups may be
viewed as those most difficult to get hold of, since it had taken interviewers multiple
contact attempts to interview them successfully, so we will need to compare them
with the most difficult to get hold of respondents in IP4.

Results from the bivariate and multivariate analysis consider the complex sam-
pling design of the IP: results are weighted for unequal selection probabilities as
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well as non-response. For results drawing on just the IP4 sample (assessment of
Experiment 1, analysis of reasons for consent/non-consent), we use cross-sectional
weights; for results drawing on the continuing IP1 sample (assessment of Experi-
ments 2 and 3), we use longitudinal population weights.

The analysis is carried out using Stata version 12.1 (StataCorp, 2012). To
account for the complex survey design (i.e. clustering, stratification, sampling
weights), we use the svy suite of commands.

6. Results

Table 3 shows the results of the first experiment; the placement in the interview of
the consent request.

We find evidence that consent rates vary by the position of the consent
question: respondents who were asked the consent question ‘in context’ are, on

Table 2. Overview of the design of IP4 consent experiments.

Experiment

Treatment group

AssessmentControl (C) Treatment (T)

Experiment 1.
Context
effects

Consent question
asked at the end of
the questionnaire

Consent question
asked after the
benefit module

Comparisons of consent rates at
IP4 between the C and T groups
Eligible sample for C: IP4
respondents allocated to C
responding at IP4 (N = 1114)
Eligible sample for T: IP4
respondents allocated to T,
responding at IP4 (N = 1065)
The refreshment sample is
included in the analysis

Experiment 2.
Time of the
life panel
effects

Benefit consent
question asked at
IP1

Benefit consent
asked at IP4

Comparisons of consent rate
between the C and T groups
respectively at IP1 and IP4
Eligible sample for C: continuing
IP1 respondents in IP4 allocated
to C group responding at IP4 (N
= 1096)
Eligible sample for T: continuing
IP1 respondents in IP4 allocated
to T, responding at IP4 (N = 174)

Experiment 3.
Question
wording
effects

Independent
interviewing
question asked

Dependent
interviewing
question asked

Comparisons of consent rates at
IP4 between the T and C groups,
also broken down by the
respondents’ previous answers to
the IP1 consent question
Eligible sample for C: IP4
respondents allocated to C
responding at IP4 (N = 510)
Eligible sample for T: IP4
respondents allocated to T
responding at IP4 (N = 578)
Refreshment sample is excluded
from the analysis
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average, 7 percentage points more likely to consent than respondents who are
asked for consent at the end of the questionnaire (65% compared to 58%,
two-sample t(60) = 2, p = .05). The result is robust also when we absorb further
population heterogeneity (i.e. when we include in a logistic regression model
controls for age, gender, employment status, net earnings, as well as how often
the respondent has given an interview (all not statistically significant), respondent
suspicion (negative association with consent) and good understanding of the
questionnaire (positive association with consent), but becomes not statistically
significant if we include markers for whether the respondent mentioned any
concerns or considerations when deciding on whether or not to consent to data
linkage (results reported in Appendix 2).

Table 4 reports the result of Experiment 2, which was started in IP1 and con-
cluded in IP4. There is some indication that consent varies by the stage in the life of
a panel in which the data linkage question is asked (at least over the four-year period
that we are looking at). A greater share of continuing IP1 respondents who were first
asked for consent at IP4 consented to economic record linkage (71%) than was true
for IP1 respondents who were asked at IP1 (60%). The difference is statistically sig-
nificant at the 10% level, t(60) = −1.66, p = .10.

However, due to the previously mentioned survey implementation error, the
group in the sample who were being asked later in the life of the panel (i.e. at wave
4) are disproportionately made up of those respondents who were interviewed at a
later stage of fieldwork at IP1 (i.e. after the first two months). Such respondents tend
to be more difficult to interview because of their busy schedules or greater reluc-
tance to participate. It may well be that this confounds the expected positive effect
of rapport because we try to identify this effect among the most difficult to get
respondents who may be the least responsive to such a treatment effect. In support
of the argument, when we exclude from the IP1 sample respondents who were inter-
viewed in the first two months, and from the continuing IP1 sample those inter-
viewed in the first month7, we find that the consent rate in these groups is overall
lower. However, the difference in the consent rate between the two groups is
virtually unchanged; whilst 64% of continuing IP1 respondents who were first asked
for consent at IP4 give consent, the figure amounts to 53% in the group who were
asked for consent at IP1. The difference in means is not statistically significant,
t(60) = −1.17, p = .25.

Table 3. Consent rates for respondents asked in context (treatment group) and asked at the
end of the interview (control group), Experiment 1.

Consent rate SE

95% Confidence interval

NLower bound Upper bound

Asked at the end .58 .03 .52 .64 1114
Asked in context .65** .02 .60 .69 1065

Note: Standard errors adjusted for the complex survey design. Results weighted for unequal selection
probabilities and non-response. Sample includes all IP4 adult respondents. Differences in experimental
group means.
**Significant at the .05 level.
Source: Innovation Panel, waves 1–4, IP4 release.
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Table 5 reports the results of the DI experiment. Non-consenters at IP1 had a 22
percentage point higher probability to consent in IP4 if they were not reminded of
their decision in IP1 (i.e. 46% compared to 24%), t(60) = 3.14, p = .00. Consenters
at IP1 had a 26 percentage point higher probability to consent when reminded that
they had consented to the linkage in IP1, t(60) = −5.86, p = .00. In other words,
respondents tend to be consistent with their previous decision when reminded of that
decision. These results are robust to including further controls in multivariate regres-
sion models, see Appendix 3.

Table 4. Consent rates for respondents first asked at IP1 (control group) and IP4 (treatment
group), Experiment 2.

Consent
rate SE

95% Confidence interval

N
Lower
bound

Upper
bound

Experimental groups
Asked at first interview (IP1) .60 .02 .55 .65 1096
Asked at the fourth interview
(IP4)

.71* .05 .60 .82 174

Excluding first sample months
Asked at first interview (IP1) .53 .05 .44 .63 358
Asked at the fourth interview
(IP4)

.64 .08 .48 .81 54

Base consent rates
IP1 sample in IP1 .57 .02 .53 .61 2073
IP4 refreshment sample in IP4 .61 .03 .55 .66 723

Note: Standard errors adjusted for the complex survey design. Results weighted for unequal selection
probabilities and non-response (and attrition). Differences in experimental group means.
*Significant at the .1 level.
Source: Innovation Panel, waves 1–4, IP4 release.

Table 5. Consent rates for respondents asked dependently (treatment group) or indepen-
dently (control group) at IP1 by IP1 consent status, Experiment 3.

Consent rate SE

95% Confidence interval

NLower bound Upper bound

Non-consenters at IP1
Asked IND .46 .06 .35 .57 193
Asked DI .24*** .05 .13 .34 219
Consenters at IP1
Asked IND .68 .04 .59 .76 317
Asked DI .94*** .02 .91 .97 359

Note: Standard errors adjusted for the complex survey design. Results weighted for unequal selection
probabilities and non-response (and attrition). Differences in experimental group means.
***Significant at the .01 level.
Source: Innovation Panel, waves 1–4, IP4 release.
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6.1. Why do people (withhold) consent to data linkage?

To further explore the mechanisms that influence respondents’ consent, we also
looked at the reasons they gave after agreeing or disagreeing to data linkage.
Respondents were asked about what they considered when they gave their response.
The exact question wording was as follows: ‘Different things can be important when
deciding to give consent to add information from DWP administrative records to
survey data. What were you considering when answering?’ Respondents could name
more than one reason, and the interviewer coded their response to a preset list of
categories with two ‘other’ categories where the reason was recorded by the inter-
viewer verbatim.

Graph 1 shows the reasons for agreeing or disagreeing to the data linkage
request by consent status.

A number of findings clearly stand out. First, a sizable share of the sample
(26.2%) did not mention any considerations or concerns they had when making their
decision and this is not associated with consent status. Second, 32% of the sample
expressed concerns about sharing confidential data with third parties whilst a similar
proportion mentioned that they considered being ‘helpful’ with research. Third, as
one may expect, there are significant differences in the nature of the considerations
expressed by consenters and non-consenters (p < .01). For example, 58% of non-
consenters expressed concerns regarding sharing of confidential data compared to
15% of those who consented, and 49% of consenters wanted to be helpful compared
to 6% of non-consenters.

It is worth noting that just over one in six people who consented still had con-
cerns about confidentiality. Fourth, when focusing on the reasons mentioned by con-
senters, just under one in ten of those who gave consent (9.1%) said they considered
their trust in the fieldwork agency or survey organisation, whereas 6.3% mentioned
it was because they clearly understood why and how the linkage would take place,
compared to 1.9% of those who declined to consent. This demonstrates the impor-
tance that the reasons why linking survey responses to administrative data helps

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

No considerations/concerns mentioned

Other considerations: positive

Other considerations: negative

Concerns about sharing of confidential data

Trust in survey/fieldwork agency

Influenced by others

Feeling of "duty" as a respondent

Having a clear understanding of why

Being helpful with the research

All

Consenters

Non-consenters

Graph 1. Reasons for agreeing or disagreeing to data linkage by consent status.
Source: Innovation Panel, wave 4. All results consider the complex survey design and are
weighted.

466 E. Sala et al.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

90
.2

44
.5

9.
38

] 
at

 0
0:

36
 1

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
4 



research, and the process by which the information is linked, are available to the
respondent. Their ‘duty’ as a respondent was mentioned as a consideration by 5% of
those who gave consent whilst this aspect was considered by only 1.2% of the non-
consenters. Note that some proportion of non-consenters and consenters mentioned
other reasons than those anticipated by the research team based on the literature on
survey participation and consent, both positive (4%) and negative (6.8%).

7. Conclusions

Data linkage is an increasingly popular survey feature; decisions regarding its imple-
mentation, however, are seldom based on empirical evidence. Very few guidelines
and shared practices have been produced on how to best implement this complex
process, especially in a longitudinal context. For example, we still do not know
where to locate the consent question in a questionnaire to maximise consent rates
and reduce bias. One of the reasons for this lack of knowledge lies in the scarcity of
experimental data available.

This research sets out to evaluate the role that a number of interview features
play in the consent process drawing on a unique set of experiments carried out in
the framework of a national panel study of the British population; the IP. We
focused on three aspects of the consent process; the location of the consent question
within the questionnaire, the time in the life of the panel in which the consent ques-
tion should be asked and the question wording of the consent question. These are
some of the key issues that survey designers have to face while implementing data
linkage. We also collected additional non-experimental information from consenters
and non-consenters on reasons for consent.

A number of findings clearly stand out from our analysis. First, drawing on the
contextual explanation, we hypothesised that consent rates may vary by the position
of the consent question within the questionnaire. In particular, we state that when
the consent question to link survey data to economic records is asked after a series
of questions on benefit receipts (i.e. a context where the request is salient), consent
rates may be higher. This hypothesis finds some support in the empirical data. When
asked ‘in context’ consent rates are 7% point higher than when the consent question
is asked at the end of the questionnaire (significant at the .1 level).

However, one may argue that this finding is also consistent with the ‘survey fati-
gue’ explanation. Towards the end of the questionnaire, the respondent may want to
hurry the interview along because of the length of the questionnaire. They may
therefore be less inclined to spend time reading an information leaflet and consent
form and giving the matter their full consideration. Unfortunately, we cannot disen-
tangle this explanation from the contextual explanation since in our treatment group
the benefits module always appeared at the same place in each interview. If our find-
ing is confirmed by other similar studies, it may be advisable to ask for consent in a
relevant context rather than at the end. In our study, we focussed on consent to data
linkage to benefit records. Further research should investigate, for example, whether
the relationship between consent rates and the location of the consent question holds
when looking at other domains (e.g. health or education) and should further explore
the mechanisms in place. Experiments with manipulations of the relevant question-
naire section may be designed to contribute to an understanding of the reasons that
lead respondents to consent when the request to data linkage is asked in a relevant
context.
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Second, we intended to test whether consent rates varied by the wave in which
the request to consent to data linkage is asked. Comparing consent rates obtained at
wave 1 to those obtained later in the life of the panel, i.e. wave 4, we find some
indication that consent rates may be higher when asked later in the life of the panel.
The implications of this finding are not straightforward as pros and cons are associ-
ated with the decision to ask for consent at the first wave or at a later wave in the
life of the panel. Despite the increased consent rate elicited when asking for consent
at a later stage in the life of a panel study, it may be advisable to ask for consent as
early in the life of the panel as is possible when the larger sample size (before attri-
tion) results in more individuals giving consent, compared to a higher consent rate
further into the life of a panel when attrition has reduced the sample. This is at least
true as long as asking for consent does not have an impact on attrition. In our case,
we did not find that being asked the consent question in wave 1 influenced participa-
tion in wave 4 (N = 2399, b-coefficient −.035, SE = .117). There has, however, been
a sizable rate of attrition with only about 50% of interviewees at IP1 being re-inter-
viewed in IP4. We believe that a possible strategy for maximising the number of
linked data would be to ask at the first wave and then to reask those who did not
give consent at a later wave. As with our first experiment, further research is needed
before clear guidelines on this issue could be provided. The main limitation of the
study is the implementation error at IP1 that may weaken the impact of our findings.
Such errors are likely to occur when the data collection is commissioned to third
parties and researchers have little control on how, in practice, the experiment is
implemented and carried out. To minimise the occurrence of such errors, one may
evaluate the introduction of particular norms in the contract that regulate this aspect.

Third, we evaluated whether the question wording, i.e. dependent and indepen-
dent questions, has an effect on consent rates. When previous consenters and non-
consenters are administered the DI question, we find the highest and the lowest con-
sent rates, 94% and 24%, respectively. This suggests that respondents tend to be
consistent with their previous answers when answering survey questions. We can
speculate, in accordance with findings from other studies (Sala et al., 2011), that DI
may facilitate the response process. The results from this experiment lead us to for-
mulate the following recommendation. When having to recollect consent to data
linkage, we have shown that reminding people of their earlier decisions prompts
them to make the same decision. Thus, to maximise the number of people for whom
consent is retained, a strategy would be to remind those who had previously given
consent whilst those who have not given consent in the past are asked an indepen-
dent question. This strategy may not always be implemented as different ethical
committees may have different requirements and they may not necessary agree with
the suggested recommendation.

Last but not least, when looking at reasons for agreeing or disagreeing to data
linkage, two important findings stand out. First, the results suggest that higher con-
sent rates may be achieved if the consent question wording highlights, for example,
the research potential that data linkage opens up. Second, if interviewers are able to
reassure respondents, concerns about confidentiality need not lead to a refusal to
consent. Concerns about confidentiality are the main reason given by those who
withhold consent. Thus, improving messages about data security may be important
in easing these concerns. Overall, these findings demonstrate the importance that the
reasons why linking survey responses to administrative data helps research, and the
process by which the information is linked, are available to the respondent. An
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effective interviewer training programme, with a focus on how to deal with major
concerns on data security, may contribute to increase consent rates.
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Notes
1. A small number of studies have taken the survey methodological work somewhat further.

Jenkins et al. (2008) have examined the performance of different matching criteria;
Sakshaug and Kreuter (2012) and McKay (2012) analyse selectivity in linked data.

2. More details on the UKHLS can be found at https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/.
3. Further information on the IP, including the questionnaire, can be found at https://www.

understandingsociety.ac.uk/about/innovation-panel.
4. In practice, all random allocations were at the household level, and all adults within a

household were in the same experimental treatment group.
5. Overall, 3.9% of all IP4 respondents who provided verbal consent did not provide writ-

ten consent. Respondents who had given consent at IP1, were dependently asked at IP4
and confirmed their consent were not asked to sign a consent form (again).

6. Data from the audio recordings are currently prepared for analysis under the project
‘Understanding non-response on Understanding Society’, funded by the NCRM.

7. Very few interviews on IP4 took place outside the first month of fieldwork; excluding
the first two months of IP4 would leave less than 10 respondents to evaluate the experi-
ment.
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Appendix 1. Consent question wording for experimental treatment groups

Independent question Dependent question

Gave
consent
at IP1

Finally, we would like to add
information on your National
Insurance contributions, benefits and
taxes, savings and pensions from
administrative records held by the
DWP to your survey responses. Are
you happy for us to do so?

Finally, we would like to add
information on your National
Insurance contributions, benefits and
taxes, savings and pensions from
administrative records held by the
DWP to your survey responses.
According to our records, when we
interviewed you in 2008, you gave us
permission to do so. Are you still
happy for us to do so?

Did not
give
consent
at IP1

Finally, we would like to add
information on your National
Insurance contributions, benefits and
taxes, savings and pensions from
administrative records held by the
DWP to your survey responses.
According to our records, when we
interviewed you in 2008, you declined
that we do this. Are you willing to
give your consent now?

Not asked
for
consent
at IP1

Not applicable
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