
   ESS ERIC WP11, Task 11.4 (Deliverable 11.12) 
 

2 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

European Social Survey academic impact monitoring  
Annual report 2022 

 
Brina Malnar   

 
Public Opinion Research Centre at the Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Ljubljana 

 
  



   ESS ERIC WP11, Task 11.4 (Deliverable 11.12) 
 

3 
 

Aims, methods and content of the report 
 
 
In order to evaluate ESS academic impact, both internally and externally, inform its 
questionnaire design and re-design, and guide its outreach and communications actions ESS 
collects continuous and detailed feedback on its academic use. Bibliographic monitoring 
provides the following information, outputs and guidance:  
 
▪ Longitudinal empirical evidence on the scope, geographical and disciplinary patterns 

of ESS academic usage, theory development and policy references; 
 
▪ Empirical support for informed decision-making of the ESS bodies (CST, SAB and 

QDTs) concerning the questionnaire content (item and modules selection and 
revision), targeting training and communication strategies and similar;  

 
▪ Summary bibliographic reports, a full list of citations with a possibility to produce 

tailor-made sub-lists according to various criteria (Appendix 1) and item usage 
statistics (Appendix 2). These documents help demonstrate ESS academic relevance 
to European and national funders and users (NCs, GA);  

 
▪ Bibliographic repository for other work packages to be used for methodological 

testing, updating of ESS online bibliography, as well as to support ESS communication 
actions and produce relevant outreach materials.  

 
▪ The source of annual refreshments to the new ESS online bibliography which 

renders bibliographic variables available to the general audience and enables users to 
browse ESS publications according to a variety of criteria. For data users, it is 
essential to know which other analyses have been already performed with the data 
set and bibliographic information is an important source of contextual metadata 
about a study (Fear 2013; Kern 2015). 

 
The 2022 annual bibliographic report (Deliverable 11.12) includes publications for the period 
2003-2021. Across the report, an ESS-based publication is defined as any type of academic 
publication in English language, i.e. journal article, book, book chapter, published conference, 
research paper, report or thesis. It can either be methodological, or substantive, with at least 
one ESS item used in primary analysis. Accordingly, the relevant universe does not include 
ESS based publications in other languages or substantive publications using European Social 
Survey keyword without primary data usage (e.g. publications that report replicating ESS 
items, secondary citations of ESS data and similar). Due to extensive coding of variables 
derived from the texts, English language is a necessary limitation. To the extent these 
publications coincide with global academic visibility, the database seeks to achieve the 
highest possible coverage of ESS-based international publications. 
 
As in previous years, ESS based publications were identified by the Google Scholar indexing 
tool, which is believed to be the most comprehensive when it comes to covering various 
types of publications (see Nederhof, 2006; Mayr and Walter 2007; Ware and Mabe, 2012). 
The key phrase ‘European Social Survey’ + ‘round(s)’ or ‘wave(s)’ was searched for in the 
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texts or abstracts to identify relevant publications. Those containing the keywords were 
reviewed case-by-case to confirm primary ESS data use. About 60% of the original Google 
Scholar hits are discarded through this process due to irrelevance or duplication. The 
exercise resulted in 537 newly acquired publications for the publishing year 2021. With the 
inclusion of the latest annual batch, the combined number of ESS based publications and 
presentations has reached 5966.  
 
The 2022 ESS annual bibliographic report includes 11 sections, most of them standard. 
Considering that the ESS has been preparing for mode switch in a couple of rounds, 
however, this year’s report puts more emphasis on cross-rounds use. 
 
Contents: 
 
  1 ESS use across academic communities 

  2 Research topics and theoretical approaches  

  3 Findings production across ESS countries 

  4  Determinants of the use of country data 

  5 The use of questionnaire sections  

  6 Patterns of rounds use 

  7 Analytical feedback 

  8 Informing policy 

  9 The use of ESS bibliographic app  

  10 Key takeaways 
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1 ESS USE ACROSS ACADEMIC COMMUNITIES  
 
1.1 ESS based academic and non-academic publishing  
 

European Social Survey is a multi-purpose comparative survey, designed to be 
repeated at regular intervals to support monitoring and modelling of societal change and 
facilitate the studying of sub-groups. It was designed to provide high-quality longitudinal 
comparative data to a number of academic communities and support empirical analysis of 
societal phenomena in a variety of scientific fields.  

The success of any scientific infrastructures’ academic mission is best reflected in the 
number and scope of academic publications generated by it, making this aspect one of the 
key performance indicators for European infrastructures (ERICs). Figure 1 presents the 
standard summary chart of ESS international publishing. With the 2021 publishing year 
added, the overall number of ESS based publications identified via Google Scholar has 
reached 5966, with 3279 of them being articles in peer-reviewed journals.  

 

 
Figure 1: ESS English language academic publishing in the 2003-2021 period (Google Scholar)   

    (* new search algorithm applied from publication year 2018) 
 
As noted in previous reports, the large share of journal articles is due both to their actual 
prevalence, being the most prestigious type of academic output, as well as their better 
accessibility in publication searches. Nonetheless, from the perspective of different target 
groups documenting books, chapters and student theses also provides important feedback, 
as do working and conference papers and particularly reports, i.e. publications sometimes 
referred to as grey literature (research materials produced by organizations outside of the 
traditional academic sphere). These may become even more relevant with ESS being subject 
to the ESFRI evaluation in 2023 where attention to other types of publications was explicitly 
highlighted (ESFRI 2018).  
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Considering access issues with most non-journal types of publications, it can safely be 
assumed that the actual number of ESS–based English language publications is even larger, 
particularly in the category of books, chapters and theses, while the coverage of 
international journal articles is reasonably comprehensive. There is also the additional 
universe of national language publications, which are not included in this report, but are to 
some extent captured by the self-completion feature of the new ESS online bibliography 
(about 18% of publications in the combined ESS online bibliography are in non-English 
languages). 
 
1.2 Disciplinary profile of academic users 
 
ESS is a pan-European survey infrastructure designed to provide data to a number of 
academic fields and be a free vehicle for special topics for international research teams. 
According to the Blueprint, ESS aimed at a clientele in a broad scope of social science 
disciplines: political science, sociology, social psychology, mass communication, economic 
sciences, modern social history and social anthropology (ESF 1998). This section identifies 
ESS main user groups across academic domains, using journal disciplinary field as a proxy 
measure (Figure 2).  

 

 
Figure 2: ESS outreach into academic fields in the 2003-2021 period, based on journal 
typology (N=3270)  
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There are six scholarly fields where ESS based analyses appear most frequently, most 
notably sociology (33.9%), political science (23.7%) and economy (13.8%), followed by health 
& medicine (6.4%), psychology and methods (both 5.6%). The picture suggests that most 
academic audiences that ESS creators were primarily targeting when designing the 
questionnaire have been reached. In addition, a number of narrower academic communities 
are continuously being added to the picture through rotating modules (e.g. criminology, 
medicine, environment). The general structure of user groups is to some extent contextually 
determined, reflecting the size of European and global academic communities across 
domains, but also ESS questionnaire content and its relevance for various fields of research 
where ESS can find almost endless potential of expansion into new academic sub-groups.  
 
1.3  ESS data community  
 
Studies show (Kern 2015) that for reasons of trust, relevance and convenience many users 
return to a dataset as part of their long-term analytical strategy, forming a data community. 
Considering the importance of data communities for the accumulation of scientific 
knowledge, this report takes a closer look at patterns of returning authors who represent 
the group of loyal users. Studies show there are various reasons why authors return to a 
particular dataset (Koesten 2017; Rusbridge 2010; Rumjaun 2020) and teaching carries a 
particular relevance as the range and type of a datasets choice is usually predetermined by 
researchers’ affiliation to disciplinary and data communities through the process of social 
learning. Often the knowledge of and preference for certain survey programmes is initiated 
early on in an academic career when students are introduced to one or more large survey 
programmes during their education in empirical social research (Friedrich 2020).   

ESS archive data show a beneficial picture in this respect. Out of 182,778 registered 
users around two thirds are students, one quarter academics (faculty/research or PhD), and 
just under 10% other (typically non-academic) user types (Kolarz et al., 2017). ESS also holds 
regular training seminars and created online teaching tools (EduNet). These numbers 
suggest ESS is a familiar data source among future researchers in relevant academic 
communities and its discoverability later in their career is hardly an issue.  

In addition to the ESS archive data which refers to data users in general, this section 
focuses on published analysts or findings producers, i.e. data users whose engagement with 
ESS data results in published academic research. All 5966 publications were examined for  
repeat (co)authorships which, indirectly at least, suggest authors’ loyalty to the ESS 
datasets. There are altogether 12193 authorships in the 2003-2021 Google Scholar 
publications, consisting of 6095 unique authors. Out of these, 2084 (34.2%) (co)authored 
more than 1 ESS publication (Table 1).  
 
Table 1: ESS repeat authorships in the 2003 - 2021 publication period 
 N % 

all 
N 

PhD 
% 

PhD 
1 (co)authorship per author 4012 65,8 62 54,4 
2 (co)authorships per author 972 15,9 22 19,3 
3 – 5 (co)authorships per author 778 12,8 18 15,8 
6 or more (co)authorships per author 333 5,5 12 10,5 
 6095  114  
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There are, on average, two authorships per author. If taking three authorships as an ad-hoc 
margin, ESS has a fairly significant base of about 1100 ‘loyal’ authors that could be 
characterized as its core ‘data community’. As noted, ESS archive statistics clearly 
demonstrates the large extent of ESS data use in teaching and for PhD works. The 
disciplinary learning thesis is indeed reflected in findings production figures as the share of 
repeat authors from those who based their PhD on ESS data is even larger than generally. In 
the ESS Google Scholar bibliographic database there are 114 authors that wrote a doctoral 
degree work (i.e. an indicator of an academic career) using ESS data, out of which 52 (45.6%) 
have co-authored another publication. If we exclude recent PhDs who did not have time to 
publish yet and only observe 67 PhDs completed until 2018, the share is 53.7%, supporting 
the premise of student data use experience being carried over to researcher experience 

This shows the importance of making and sustaining the ESS as a teacher and student 
friendly infrastructure, particularly through ease of use and richness of resources. To better 
achieve this goal, ESS has initiated a small study under a related SUSTAIN2 grant, which will, 
among others, be informed through this task, mainly by identifying specific groups of target 
users, such as current and former PhD students, teachers, non-academic users, repeat-
authors and similar, using purposeful and convenience sampling approach. The goal of the 
study is to identify gaps in user awareness of existing ESS resources and secondly, identifying 
additional user needs, particularly for entry level users, i.e. those interested in using ESS but 
who lack more elaborate statistical skills. The study will take place in 2023. 

At the same time, considering the importance of teaching for producing loyal dataset 
users, ESS should put maximum effort into reinstating two very important online resources 
and functionalities that were appreciated as teaching and learning tools and were 
(temporarily) lost in 2022 - online data analysis software (to replace Nesstar) and EduNet. 

 
2 RESEARCH TOPICS AND THEORETICAL APPROACHES 
 
Being a multi-purpose comparative survey, the ESS has no single primary application, but 
contains a diversity of topics and theoretical approaches. Rather than seeking to advance 
one specific model, multi-purpose studies enable studying a multitude of crucial social 
processes (Hakim, 1982). Being dedicated to the collective interest of their colleagues, 
surveys such as ESS therefore need to be aware of the varied interests and developments of 
the field (Kim et.al 2006). ESS core questionnaire was designed with an aim to be relevant 
for a variety of thematic domains, while rotating modules are a dedicated vehicle to address 
research gaps in specific domains and to promote ESS use in new domains.  

The structure of analysed topics reflects both the content of the ESS questionnaire, 
the size of ESS academic user groups, as well as areas where currently key societal 
challenges emerge. Figure 3 presents the picture of research topics most frequently 
investigated by ESS based authors. Among the 5966 publications, 87.2% (5203) are 
substantive and 12.8% (763) methodological.  

Having included a large number of popular political science concepts and indicators in 
its core module, it is not surprising that politics remains the most explored subject in the ESS 
based academic literature. Political topics are present in 23% of ESS publications (each 
publication is coded for up to two topics). In terms of subject matter the most numerous 
references are to political parties, political trust, political elites, political culture, political 
responsiveness, political efficacy. In the recent years, a large number of studies focus on 
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disparities, particularly in the area of education, paid work and household work. This area 
will surely expand in the future years with the forthcoming round 10 new module on gender 
inequalities. Demographic issues are a linked area of research, particularly the issue of 
fertility and fertility decisions, often within the framework of the life course perspective. 
Another issue related to demographic transition is the process of ageing and its societal 
implications for demographic structure, workforce, party membership, ageing electorate, 
welfare sustainability and others. Combined, these issues are present in 16% of ESS 
publications. 

In ESS-based investigation of well-being and health, authors typically explore well-
being determinants such as age, illness, immigration status, peer comparisons, welfare 
regime, social capital and networks, trust levels, economic resources and others. A much 
explored concept in the well-being area is socially produced inequalities in health. Well-
being and health are present in about 15% of ESS publications. 

Yet another big topic is culture and values where analysts typically investigate the 
mechanism of social norms across a number of disciplines and subjects, such as gender and 
family norms, fertility norms, norms of volunteering, norms of political engagement, work 
and employment norms, tax morale, as well as transmission of norms, informal control, peer 
pressure and other. Cultural change is another major area of research, e.g. the process of 
individualisation and the post-materialism theory. Religion, a sub-area of cultural change 
research, is theoretically dominated by the secularization theory, a notion that as societies 
progress and modernize religious authority diminishes in all aspects of social life and 
governance. These topics are present in about 12% of ESS publications. 

Among the prominent topics are welfare (present in 11% of ESS publications) and 
public policies, particularly among northern European authors, where the most explored 
concept remains the Esping-Andersen’s theory of welfare regimes, which postulates that 
existing welfare regimes act as socialising forces that reproduce the demand for 
redistribution that legitimises them. Another often referred to concept is welfare 
chauvinism, a belief that immigrants are “free-riders” who receive social benefits without 
having contributed adequately via taxes. Publications addressing this topic are strongly 
based on the Welfare module.  

A further popular area of research is citizenship and social capital, exploring the 
association between generalized trust and many features of liberal democracy, such as 
functioning of democratic institutions, increased levels of citizens’ participation and better 
performance in several policy areas, social cohesion and general ‘societal health’. These 
topics are addressed in 10% of ESS publications. 

In the area of paid work, the topic present in 9% of ESS publications, the most salient 
concept is the theory of human capital, conceptualising education and its individual and 
social role. Much explored concept in the area of industrial relations is union membership, a 
collective bargaining mechanism that increases the bargaining power of employees, where 
analysts investigate its macro and micro determinants. 

Finally, the topic of social inequality is also among the most frequently explored, 
focusing on unequal distribution of income or wealth and interpreted in either functionalist 
or conflict perspective. The most popular concept remains social class, while other key 
theoretical perspectives include social exclusion or social marginalisation, as well as social 
mobility. These topics are addressed in about 8% of ESS publications. 





   ESS ERIC WP11, Task 11.4 (Deliverable 11.12) 
 

12 
 

fields an EVS module this is likely to contribute to this effect as there will be a large number 
of shared items also with WVS, a popular global survey   
 
4 DETERMINANTS OF THE USE OF COUNTRY DATA 

 
As some authors have observed, unequal representation of countries in international 
surveys limits the generalizability of research results and makes them potentially biased by 
omitting atypical cases such as less-developed (low income) and non-Western countries 
(Kołczyńska 2014). Some countries tend to be over-researched, while only limited numbers 
of surveys exist for other countries, which biases our insights towards the prosperous parts 
of the world which enjoy a high quality of life (Goerres et al. 2019). The use of country data 
therefore shows how well researched a country is using ESS as the analytical basis.  

Scientific use of national ESS datasets is of course the final aim of each national 
fieldwork action and the investment behind it. While the capacity of national academic 
communities to analytically exploit ESS data is limited by their size and general analytical 
skills, the international academic community, both European and global, can make the most 
use of all national datasets once they become part of the ESS cumulative data file. Table 3 
presents the shares of national data inclusion for all countries that participated in at least 
one ESS round.  
 
Table 3: Shares of country data inclusion in ESS international publications  

 % 
2003- 
2021 

(N=3922) *   

% 
2021 

 
(N=453)* 

 % 
2003-
2021 

(N=3922) 

% 
2021 

 
(N=453) 

Germany      76.0 75.5 Greece 43.0 26.7 
UK 74.6 73.0 Slovakia 40.0 33.6 
Sweden 73.8 71.5 Italy 39.4 53.4 
Netherlands 72.8 71.3 Bulgaria 32.6 34.3 
Belgium 72.2 70.2 Cyprus 28.1 29.8 
France 71.2 72.4 Lithuania 27.4 46.8 
Finland 70.9 68.9 Luxembourg 24.2 15.0 
Spain 70.9 67.1 Russia 23.5 24.7 
Denmark 66.7 47.7 Israel 22.2 21.9 
Portugal 65.9 64.7 Ukraine 21.7 13.9 
Ireland 64.8 64.0 Iceland 20.8 30.2 
Norway 64.6 60.5 Croatia 16.1 22.7 
Poland 63.0 61.8 Latvia 13.8 17.2 
Switzerland 59.4 59.2 Romania 12.3 7.5 
Hungary 59.4 60.3 Turkey 11.0 7.9 
Slovenia 59.0 58.7 Serbia 5.5 8.2 
Czech R. 55.8 58.1 Albania 4.4 4.9 
Austria 52.0 62.5 Kosovo 4.0 4.9 
Estonia 50.4 54.1 Montenegro  2.7 5.1 

* The population of downloaded ESS publications with full texts where country-data inclusion can be 
established 
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The inclusion shares for the overall period range from 76% for Germany and less than 3% for 
Montenegro, a gap that obviously renders Germany a far more researched country than, for 
example, Kosovo or Romania. The main explanation for the large discrepancies in national 
data inclusion is the number of rounds fielded, which is usually related to a country’s 
general level of development and funding issues that may arise from it. Among the 38 
countries that took part in the ESS at least once in the first 9 rounds, only 15 participated in 
all waves and 10 in four waves or less. Generally speaking, countries that participated in all 
or almost all rounds have the highest rates of inclusion and countries that fielded fewest 
round the lowest, due to data being absent from ESS cumulative datasets.  

The fact that participation frequency is quite directly reflected in usage shares can be 
seen by comparing the overall and 2021 inclusion rates. The table reveals examples of 
countries whose inclusion is fluctuating up (blue colour) or down (red colour), depending on 
their participation cycle. Currently, Denmark, Greece, Slovakia, Luxembourg and Romania 
are experiencing a decline in data inclusion due to non-participation in the recent period, 
and the opposite is true for the blue countries. This gaps are, of course, translated into gaps 
in findings production both at the national level and overall, with countries being absent 
from the comparative picture. 

 
Exclusion of individual countries – non-preventable and preventable reasons 
 

Nonetheless, despite the key role of participation, there are other factors that determine the 
inclusion of national data. This can best be seen in cases of countries that participated in a 
similar number of rounds, and yet their inclusion rates may differ almost 20% (e.g. Germany 
vs. Slovenia). This annual report explored reasons behind such gaps in more detail as they 
could be relevant for various ESS bodies, most notably CST and NCs. Particularly so if 
‘preventable reasons’ are identified. The small extra study was feasible because 
bibliographic text coding includes a variable on reasons for exclusion of individual 
countries, despite their data being present in the cumulative dataset. The variable is only 
coded when authors explicitly mention reasons for exclusion and so far 1139 such 
explanations were found in publications. Based on their review, five typical motivations were 
identified (Figure 4). 
 

Figure 4: Explicitly 
stated reasons for 
excluding 
individual 
countries (up to 
two reasons 
coded per 
publication, 2003-
2021, (N=1139)  
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As could be expected, the most prevalent reason is theoretical exclusion (579 cases), which 
is likely implicitly present in the majority of publications where only a subset of countries is 
present. Authors often include homogeneous groups of countries (EU members, Western 
Europe, Nordic, post-socialist etc.) based on theoretical considerations or their own 
familiarity with them. In practice a large majority of authors come from Western European 
countries which is often reflected in their preference towards selecting other western 
European countries to address shared issues such as immigration related problems, political 
populism or welfare chauvinism. This element of non-inclusion is scientifically based and 
there is not much space for any ESS intervention.  

The second most frequent reason is missing macro or other micro data (302). At 
least a third of ESS publications use macro and micro sources along with ESS data (see 
section 8) and a similar share include multilevel analysis. In a number of such cases countries 
get excluded because other indicators are not available for them from non-ESS data sources 
to specify the model. This again is not an issue that ESS can affect with its actions.  

The third most frequent reason for exclusion is skipping ESS rounds (267). Authors 
who use multiple rounds for pooling or cross-time examination often drop countries that are 
not present in all or a significant number of measurements. This favours continuous 
participants and punishes those who skip rounds, the latter typically coming from non-OECD 
countries. This reason for exclusion is, at least indirectly, a preventable one and ESS ERIC has 
been working in the direction of eliminating it by liaising with individual countries and trying 
to ensure longer-term funders commitment to fielding rounds. 

 
The fourth reason relates to quality issues (172). This is probably the most 

preventable one or the one most directly linked to actions of the CST team and NC teams 
and was, for this reason, explored in a more detailed way. The publications stating this 
reason were qualitatively reviewed for specific quality problems and four clusters of issues 
emerged:  

▪ Missing items in individual countries. While some authors fail to specify exact 
items and merely mention that ‘relevant’ indicators are missing, many others are more 
specific, resulting in the following list of items one or more countries failed to collect 
(properly): ISCO codes; household income; individual-level income; membership in voluntary 
associations; ‘value scales’; denomination; ‘question that is part of a composite measure of 
social networks’; norms against childbearing in cohabiting unions; financial strain questions; 
non-communicable diseases; physical health; depressive symptoms; membership in trade 
unions; data on self-employment; question about internet use; family reunification; asylum 
policy; voting in the last election;  

▪ High item nonresponse. When specified, these variables include: ‘questions related 
to values and beliefs’; father’s education; participation in voluntary associations; CES-D 8 
depression scale; denomination; immigrants’ social rights variable; left-right self-placement; 
social distance measures; social class variables;  

▪ Other questionnaire-related equivalence issues include: different coding of income 
variable; deviations in the wording of public service questions; questions on participation in 
voluntary organizations not comparable with other countries (not asked as multiple 
response questions); differences in the measurement of the income comparison variable; 
national education categories could not be recoded into the international standard format; 
scales differ from the ESS standard; errors related to the question on cancer status; 
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measurement equivalence tests suggests items not comparable across some countries; filter 
error in the interviewer phase;  

▪ Other equivalence-compromising issues: missing information on the design weight; 
no sample weights available; dubious that not a single respondent opted for the ‘they should 
never get the same rights’ category; the number of respondents who indicated they had 
been born in Russia suspiciously large; lack of information on language proficiency 
(interviewer questionnaire); interview date or unique interviewer identification number not 
recorded; sample design not signed off; ‘major data quality problems’; the administration of 
the survey experiment seems not to have worked well; split ballot design used; data 
gathered in a much later period and therefore not comparable;  

Some of these issues appear multiple times but for reasons of clarity only one 
occurrence was documented.  We can assume that the large majority of these errors were 
self-detected by the ESS, i.e. authors detected them through the extensive ESS 
documentation and alerts on deviations, which highlights the importance of transparency for 
sound analysis. 

 
The final cluster or reasons relates to analytical limitations (107). These are again 

issues where ESS can mostly not intervene, but are presented to further illuminate the 
reasons behind the exclusions of individual national data. The review of 107 publications 
identified three clusters of issues:  

▪ Sample size issues, i.e. insufficient number of eligible observations in a country or 
subgroup for meaningful analysis. Cases include: national samples under 1,000; less than 
2000 valid cases for waves 1-5; low share of temporary contracts in the workforce; low share 
of of part-time workers; of respondents hampered in daily activities; of respondents in some 
NUTS 1 regions; of self-declared radical right voters; of various categories of immigrant 
respondents; of respondents  interviewed in October; of mothers working nights; of medical 
professionals; of single mothers; of party supporters; of cohort members; of accounting 
professionals; of respondents with pain conditions; etc. 

▪ Other data-related issues: discrepancy between ESS data on unionization and that 
of OECD; mismatch in the relative immigrant shares between ESS and EUROSTAT; multi-
collinearity problems in the human values measurements; country’s extreme values 
affecting results; country using own regional classification instead of NUTS; no sub-national 
level of NUTS (countries with a single NUTS2 region); Cronbach’s alpha of the scale 
developed to measure perceived discrimination too low; measurement invariance of the 
latent constructs violated; due to large population the country weights very highly; lack of 
variation on the citizenship variable (all or almost all respondents coded as citizens);  

▪ Societal characteristics making an individual country incomparable: compulsory 
voting regime; peculiarities of political and social environment; institutional structure vastly 
different from other West European countries; difficulties of pre and post-Unification data 
collation (Germany); peculiarities in immigration flow; countries without a far-right party; 
difficulty in operationalizing migrant background; political and military instability that 
prevented reliable coding; outlier with regard to population aging;  

In sum, the review reveals a variety of analytical situations where a country or a 
subset of countries is deemed non-relevant, due to various combination of data issues 
and/or societal characteristics. The implication is, there are always be limits to the relevancy 
of national data, depending on analytical needs, but there will also be quality issues which, if 
not prevented, should continue to be documented for analysts to make informed choices.  
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5 THE USE OF QUESTIONNAIRE SECTIONS  
 

ESS core questionnaire was created by the ESS central team and external thematic experts 
who sought to include topics that are of enduring interest for most researchers in the social 
sciences (and beyond), along with a wide range of socio-demographic variables. On the 
other hand, rotating modules represent a bottom-up element in the ESS, making it wide 
open to the scientific community. They are ESS ‘project’ sections designed to fill research 
gaps in various academic domains. The questionnaire is therefore a compromise between 
innovation or adaptability and longitudinal stability (Schnaudt et al., 2014, Lindstrøm 2017). 
Its combined content, from individual items, blocks of items and modules, frames users’ 
thematic possibilities, i.e. the scope of topics and theoretical approaches, types of academic 
communities engaged and similar.  

From the survey management perspective, documenting the use of questionnaire 
sections represents a valuable feedback on the popularity of various questionnaire parts, 
from modules to items. This may be essential when making questionnaire revisions, either 
the core part or in case of repeat rotating modules. While usage is not the sole criterion for 
dropping or revising items or sections, it is certainly an essential element of their evaluation 
as unused items or sections will not result in scientific findings and will therefore not fulfil 
their intended mission or return the investment of skill and funds.  

This annual report presents the use of ABC core part and rotating modules, while the 
detailed statistics on the use of all ESS individual items is available in the Appendix 2 (Item 
usage report. The use of questionnaire sections is based on 4047 downloaded publications 
where individual items could be identified. The minimum criterion for documenting the use 
of a section was at least one item from it found in a publication. Being fielded every two 
years, the A, B, C core part, which is not shown in the chart below, has always been the most 
used attitudinal section of the ESS questionnaire with 84% (3415) of downloaded 
publications using at least one of its items. The conceptual relevance of this part for a 
number of scientific communities, as well as its biannual fielding frequency which results in a 
continuously refreshed time-series and the potential to pool samples, make ABC core the 
most omnipresent part of the questionnaire in ESS-based analyses.  

On the other hand, rotating modules, the ‘project’ sections of ESS questionnaires, 
are characterized by much more uneven usage. This can be seen in Figure 5 which shows the 
overall use of rotating modules and Portrait Values Questionnaire, the ESS values battery 
which is also part of the core and is used in 14.3% of publications. In terms of academic 
publishing, the modules can be divided into the more or less popular ones and the overall 
picture has remained fairly stable during the last decade. The four most popular ESS 
modules are Immigration, Work & Family, Welfare and Wellbeing with roughly between 250-
500 publications. Citizenship, with its highly popular battery of items measuring participation 
in voluntary organizations, had a similar usage potential, but has gradually slipped away this 
group as it has not been repeated since 2002 and its data is now too old to attract further 
analysis. 

The second group consists of modules that are used to a more moderate extent 
compared to the first group with roughly between 50-100 publications. Among these the 
most popular are Democracy, Health Inequalities, Climate Change and Timing of life. 
Considering that Climate change is a relatively recent module and that Health inequalities 
module will soon be repeated they may have the potential to gradually migrate into the 
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most used group. This is unlikely for the rest of the modules however, which have a 
narrower academic reach and are being used by smaller, more niche academic audiences. 

 
Figure 5: The 
overall use of ABC 
Core and rotating 
modules (2003-
2021, N=4047) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To obtain a fresh snapshot of usage, Figure 6 presents the picture of modules use for the 
most recent complete publishing year, which is 2021.  

 
Figure 6: The use 
of rotating 
modules in 
publication year 
2021 (N=471)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The two modules that appear most frequently in last year’s publications were Welfare and 
Immigration, both of which were recently repeated and received the added ‘boost’ of fresh 
data and the possibility for cross-time comparisons. Four more modules, Well-being, Climate 
change, Family & Work and Health inequalities were also used quite strongly. The constantly 
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strong usage of these modules demonstrates their continuous relevance for academic 
audiences, as they address thematic areas with wide academic and policy salience.  

Finally, Figure 7 shows the shares of ESS publications using core-only items or 
module-only items across time to detect any changes in the relative analytical ‘weight’ of 
both questionnaire parts. Module-only use here refers only to the absence of ABC attitudinal 
core items and not to the absence of F core (demographic) items, which are almost 
universally present in publications. 
 

 
Figure 7: Publications using only Core or rotating module items, 2003-2021, (% shares, 
N=4203 downloaded pubs) 
 
There are in fact notable fluctuations in core-only and module-only use in the 15 year 
publication period. The shares of publications using only rotating modules are largest in the 
2008-2014 period, which is when Work & Family module was most prominent, having been 
repeated twice. Among the ESS a popular modules this is the one which is least connected to 
the ABC core concepts and is used as a stand-alone data source almost in 70% of cases. 
However, it has not been repeated for more than a decade now and its publishing presence 
is currently on the decline. All other modules are also used as stand-alone sources to a 
various extent, but much less so than Work & Family. 

Generally though, there is a trend towards a growing share of core-only publications, 
whose share was roughly between 40-50% by the year 2015, while in later years it fluctuates 
between 50-60% or more. This is likely the consequence of a growing trend of multiple 
rounds use (see next section) which focuses on the attitudinal core. 
 
6 PATTERNS OF ROUNDS USE 
 
Rounds usage statistics shows the dynamic rounds use in publications and had a remarkably 
steady pattern until the Covid pandemic delayed the ESS R10 fieldwork. It provides an insight 
into the process of data ageing which both increases and decreases its analytical value, 
depending on analytical aims (cross-section or corss-time).   

In the current annual report, data on the use of individual rounds was obtained from 
4141 downloaded publications where specific rounds could be identified. Figure 8 presents 
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