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Research has cons i s t en t l y  shown a p o s i t i v e  assoc ia t ion  
between years of school ing and t h e  leve l  o f  i tem nonresponse. 
ltem nonresponse i s  t y p i c a l l y  two t o  t h ree  t imes h igher  
among those w i t h  less than a h igh school educat ion (LTHS) 
cmpared  t o  those w i t h  a  co l lege  educat ion (CE) (see Table 
I ) ,  and m u l t i v a r i a t e  ana lys is  o f  i tem nonresponse cons is ten t -  
l y  shows educat ion t o  be one o f  t h e  s t ronges t  p r e d i c t o r s  
(F ranc is  and Busch, 1975; Ferber, 1966). Th i s  d i f f e rence  i s  
genera I l  y  seen as resu I t  ing from t h e  g rea te r  background 
knowledge, media consumption, p o l i t i c a l / c i v i c  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  
and p u b l i c  a f f a i r s  i n t e r e s t  o f  t h e  b e t t e r  educated (Hyman, 
Wright, and Reed, 1975; Campbell e t  al., 1960). Th is  paper 
examines t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between educaf ion and i tem non- 
response, concen t ra t ing  on cond i t i ons  under which t h e  d i f f e r -  
e n i i a l  widens, dec l ines,  and even reverses. 

I n i t i a l i y ,  t h e  i tem nonresDonse educat ion d i f f e r e n t i a l  
tends t o  increase w i t h  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  t h e  a t t i t u d e  item. 
Di f f  i c u  l  t y  i s  an umbre l  l a  word used t o  descr ibe several  d  i s- 
t i n c t  b u t  f requen t l y  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  a t t r i b u t e s .  D i f f i c u l t  
quest ions a re  those t h a f  a re  ( 1 remote from everyday per- 
sonal concerns, ( 2 )  less s a l i e n t  and important,  and ( 3 )  more 
complex, o r  t h a t  demand more s p e c i f i c  knowledge. Items about 
se l f -eva lua t ions ,  personal p red ispos i t i ons ,  and o the r  i n t i -  
mate t r a i t s  and fee l ings ,  u s u a l l y  have n e g l i g i b l e  i tem non- 
response an3 t he re fo re  no educat ional d i f f e r e n t i a l s .  Such 
items inc lude  eva lua t ions  o f  s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i t h  home and 
fami ly ,  r a t i n g s  o f  happiness, and c l ass  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  
Items about p u b l i c  issues t h a t  a re  germane and s a l i e n t  t o  
most people and s t r ong l y  emphasized by t h e  media tend t o  
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have small t o  moderate d i f f e rences ,  as do items deal ing w i t h  
bas i c  mo ra l / r e l i y i ous  issues--questions t h a t  inqu i re  about 
standard be1 i e f s  and values and n o t  de ta i l ed  app l i ca t ions  
about s p e c i f i c  i n c i den t s  (see Table 2). Items deal ing w i th  
more remote po l  i t i c a i  concerns a f  f e c t i n g  day-to-day I i f e  less 
d i r e c t l y ,  items less emphasized i n  t h e  news, o r  items t h a t  
a r e  more comp lex, t y p  i ca I l y have moderate t o  large d i f f e r -  
e n t i a  l s. Since un fo r tuna te ly  we have no independen? quant i- 
t a t i v e  measures o f  any elements o f  d i f f i c u l t y ,  we are forced 
t o  use sub jec t i ve  eva lua t lons  o f  which t o p i c a l  groups o f  
quest ions woul d show g rea te r  d l  f f l c u l  ty. I n  general, we 
f i n d  t h a t  Table 2 supports o u r  hypothesis. ltems w i t h  low 
d i f f e r e n t i a l s  deal e i t h e r  w i t h  bas ic  and general values 
( r e l i g i o n ,  mo ra l i t y ,  sex) o r  w i t h  pub1 i c  issues o f  high 
importance/exposure (cap i t a  l pun i shmen't, race r e l a t i o n s  i n  
t h e  s i x t i e s ,  abor t ions  I n  t h e  sevent ies) .  Those items w i th  
h igh  d i f f e r e n t i a l s  inc lude  f o re i gn  a f f a i r s  and less promi- 
nen t  t o p i c s  such as c i v i l  l i b e r t i e s .  Th is  d i f f e rence  i s  
a l s o  seen w i t h  t h e  conf idence i n  leaders questions. The 
t h ree  i n s t i t u t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  sma l les t  d i f f e r e n t i a l s  (organized 
r e l l g l o n ,  TV, and mediclne) a re  i n s t i t u t i o n s  w i t h  which 
people l n t o r a c t  on a personal and con t inu ing  basis (going t o  
church, watch i ng TV, see1 ng doctors) .  The th ree  i n s t i t u -  
t ions w l t h  t h e  y i e a t e s t  educatlona l d i f f e r e n t i a l  ( t he  execu- 
t i v e  b ranc l~  o f  +-he federa l  government, Congress, and the  
Supreme Court)  a re  p o l i t i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  w i t h  which the 
average c i  t i zeri has I 1 t t j e  persona l contact .  

Recent research by Schuman and Presser (1980) and 
Bishop e t  a l .  (1980) ind ica tes  t h a t  when t h e  questions used 
a re  t o t a l l y  obscure o r  fictitious t h e  d i f f e r e n t i a l  does not  
w i den, bu t reverses, w l i h  t h e  b e t t e r  educated g i v ing more 
i tem noilresporrse than t h e  less educated (Table 3 ) .  On these 
i terns, l-he t r u e  nonresponse leve l  should be 100 percent and 
t h e  educat ional  d i f f e r e n t i a l ,  the re fo re ,  zero. Some re-  
spondents do answer these quest ions by e l  t h e r  m i  s i den t i  f y  ing 
tliom w i t h  r ea l  roferencas, imput ing meaning t o  t he  questions, 
o r  g l v l n g  a response t o  h ide  t h e i r  ignorance about what they 
perce ive t o  be a r e a l ,  knowable Issue. The less educated, 
e i t h e r  b e c a ~ ~ s c  o f  g rea te r  i ssue confusion, more w i  l l  ingness 
t o  impute an answer, o r  more pressure t o  cover up perceived 
Ignorance, are less l i k e l y  t o  g i v e  an appropr ia te  nonre- 
sponse 1 han t h e  b o i l e r  educated. 

Tli i s  reversed d I f f e r e n t  l a  l disappears when f l l tered 
vers ions o f  t he  obscure/f  i c t i  t i o u s  quest ions a re  used.2 
The rat-10s and d i  Fferences f o r  t he  f i l t e red  vers ions are 
respec t i  ve I y:  Flonetary Con t ro l  Act, 1.02/1.6 percent; 
Agr i cu  l t u r a  l Trade Act, 1.00/0.1 percent;  and repeal o f  
P u b l i c  A f f a i r s  A c t ,  .84/-1.2 percent. The disappearance of 
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Figure 1. Eypothetical Relationship Between Item Non-response 
wes t ion  Difficulty, and Education 
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d i f f e r e n t i a l ,  i s  n i l  f o r  se l f -eva lua t ions .  As items become 
more d i f f i c u l t ,  t h e  educa.tion d i f f e r e n t i a l  increases u n t i l  
we reach a p o i n t  t h a t  approaches t h e  t o t a l  l y  obscure/f l c t l -  
t i o u s  crossover po i n t .  An example o f  a r ea l  i tem t h a t  was e\, 
t remel y d i f f i c u l  1. t o  answer, y e t  n o t  about a t o t a l  l y obscure 
r e f e ran t ,  was Schuman and Presser 's  i tern on Portugal : " In  
your op in ion,  i s  t h e  new Portugese mi l i t a r y  government t r y  in?? 
t o  move towards democracy, o r  i s  it t r y i n g  t o  maintain i t s  
con t r o  l w i thou t concern f o r  democracy i n Portugal ?I1 The 
quest lor i  asks f o r  a very  s p e c i f i c  eva lua t ion  about a f a i r l y  
m i  no r  f o re i gn  po l  i c y  concern. Whi l e  it shows t h e  standard 
p o s i t i v e  assoc ia t ion  ( f i l t e r e d :  r a t i o  = 1.17, d i f fe rence  = 
14 percent; unf i l t e red :  r a t i o  = 1.30, d i f f e rence  = 16 per- 
cen t ) ,  t h i s  I s  smal l  f o r  d i f f i c u l t  items. Apparently the 
in fo rmat ion  advantage o f  t h e  b e t t e r  educated has begun t o  
d im in ish  as we push f o r  a d e t a i l e d  eva lua t ion  about a new and 
remo-te issue. As we move on t o  the  f i c t i t i o u s  f i l t e red  
quest ions, we see t h e  educat ional  d i f f e r e n t i a l  disappears. 
F i n a l l y ,  arilong t h e  n o n - f i l t e r ,  f i c t i v e  questions, we f i n d  
t h a t  t h e  d i f f e r e n t i a l  has reversed i t s e l f ,  and t h a t  a soc ia l  
desirability e f f e c t  leads t h e  less educated t o  express less 
nonrespolise than t h e  b e t t e r  educated. 

We a l s o  found t h a t  t h e  educat ional  d i f f e r e n t i a l  was 
probably  con t ingen t  on t h e  r e l a t i v e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  nona t t i -  
tudes arid a~nb l va l  en.1- responses w l  t h  i n t he  item nonresponse. 
Nonat t  11-udes r e f  l e c t  e l  t h e r  no know ledge o f ,  o r  no a f f e c t  
towards, t h e  issue, wh i l e  amb iva lence represents pos i t i on ing  
a t  t h e  mid-point  o f  t h n  issue continuum (Smith, 1981a). We 
suspected t h a t  t h e  educat ional  d i f f e r e n t i a l  i s  pr imar i  l  y a 
r e s u l t  o f  d i f ferences i n  a leve l  o f  nona t t  i tudes ra ther  than 
i n  t h e  leve l  o f  ambivalent responses. To t e s t  t h i s ,  we 
looked a t  responses t o  seven r e p l i c a t e d  p o l i c y  questions on 
t h e  1956-58-60 Michigan e l e c t i o n  panel (Converse, 19641, 
comparlng t h e  educat ional  d i f f e r e n t i a l  between those who 
s a i d  t i ioy had no op i r i ion on t h e  issue (nona t t i tudes)  and 
those who se lected t h e  mid-point on t h e  f i ve -po i n t  scales, 
"no t  sure, it depends" (amblvalents).  The educational d i f -  
f e r e n t i a l  r a t i o s  and d i f f e rences  averaged 3.64/12.2 percent 
f o r  the nona I t  i tudes and 0.78/-3.4 percent  f o r  the amb iva- 
len ts .  S i m i l a r  d i f f e rences  were discovered on the  seven- 
p o l n t  L i k e r t  p o l i c y  Items, asked J o i n t l y  on t he  1980 GSS and 
1980 Michigan e l e c t i o n  s t ud i es  (Smith, 1982). The be t t e r  
educated were more l i k e l y  t o  s e l e c t  t h e  mid-point on seven- 
p o i n t  sca les (which was no t  labeled as ambivalent)  than the 
less educated, whi le, as expected, t he  less educated pre- 
dominated among t h e  nona t t l t ude  ho lders  (see a l so  Faulken- 
be r r y  and Mason, 1978; Smith, 1981a). 

Th i s  d i f f e rence  between nona t t i t udes  and ambivalents 
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suggests t h a t  when ambivalence i s  h i gh  and nona t t i t udes  are 
low, t h e  usual educat ional  d i f f e r e n t i a l  w i l  l e i t h e r  disappear 
o r  even reverse. A poss i b l e  example o f  t h i s  occurs on t h e  
harshness o f  cou r t s  ques t ion  on t he  GSS. Th i s  i tem dea l ing  
w i t h  a  s a l i e n t  and germane p u b l i c  Issue showed bo th  a f a i r l y  
I i i gh  l eve l  o f  nonresponse (7.1 percent )  and a reverse educa- 
t i o n  d i f f e r e n t i a l  ( r a t i o  3 .64; d i f f e r e n c e  = 3.5 percent ) .  
We suspect t h a t  most nonresponse on t h i s  i tem represents  
l i b e r a l  ambivalence. L i be ra l s  on most s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  
issues (e.g., c i v i l  l i b e r t i e s ,  race  r e l a t i o n s )  a re  caught 
between t h e i r  i n c l i n a t i o n s  on one hand and t h e i r  concern 
about h i gh  cr ime on t h e  o ther .  Th i s  r e s u l t s  i n  a  h igh  degree 
o f  ambivalence. Th i s  expec ta t ion  I s  supported by t h e  f a c t  
t h a t  nonresponders favored l i b e r a l  p o s i t i o n s  on severa l  a t t i -  
tude questions.4 

I n  sum, we have shown t h a t  t h e  standard a s s o c ~ a t l o n  be- 
tween educat ion and i tem nonresponse i s  a c t u a l l y  h i g h l y  con- 
d i t i o n a l ,  depending on a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  d i s t i n c t  fac to rs :  
ques t ion  d i f f i c u l t y  (sa l ience ,  remoteness, complexi ty),  ques- 
t i o n  format (filtered vs. n o n - f i l t e r e d ) ,  and t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  
o f  nona t t i t udes  and ambivalents. Thpse f i n d i n g s  have several  
imp l i ca t i ons  f o r  a t t i t u d e  research. ' The d l ~ p r o p o r t i o n a t e  
loss o f  t h e  less educated on hard ( b u t  n o t  impossible) ques- 
t i o n s  means t h a t  t y p i c a l  research on such mat te rs  as a t t i -  
tude c o n s t r a i n t  t h a t  excludes those w i t hou t  op in lons  w i l l  
s y s tema t i ca l l y  underrepresent t h e  less  educated. Th is  loss 
should e i t h e r  be c l e a r l y  acknowledged and I t s  r a m i f i c a t i o n s  
ind ica ted  o r  less d i f f i c u l t  quest ions w i t h  reduced d i f f e r e n -  
t i a l s  should be employed (Mar t in ,  1981; Smith, 1981a). 
Second, t h e  evidence o f  a  s o c i a l  des i r ab l  i i t y  e f f e c t  predom- 
i n a t i n g  among t h e  less  educated i s  one more b i t  o f  evidence 
o f  t h e  lower r e l i a b i l i t y  and g rea te r  b i a s  o f  a t t i t u d e s  ex- 
pressed by t h e  less educated. The less educated are usua l l y  
more suscep t i b l e  t o  soc i a l  d e s i r a b i l i t y  pressures (see 
Bradburn and Sudman, 1979:86-106; Deblalo, 1980) and t o  cer- 
t a i n  o t he r  response e f f e c t s  as we l l  (Smith, 1981). Th i rd ,  
t h e  abi  1 i t y  o f  t h e  f i l t e r e d  f i c t i v e  quest ions t o  ge t  c l o s e r  
t o  t h e  c o r r e c t  l e ve l  o f  nonresponse (100 percent )  and educa- 
t i o n a l  d i f f e r e n t i a l  ( 0  percen t )  i nd i ca tes  t ha t ,  i n  these 
circUmstancos a t  least ,  these quest ions a re  supor io r  t o  t h e  
standard, n o n - f i l t e r e d  form. For r e a l  quest ions, e i t h e r  
f i l t e r e d  forms o r  mul t id imensional  b a t t e r i e s  on a f f ec t ,  i n -  
tens I t y ,  sa l ience, and knowledge shou I d he lp  t o  separate t h e  
cream from t h e  whey. 

NOTES 

1 .  Nonresponse leve l  i s  sometimes used as a crude i n d i -  
c a t o r  o f  i mpor-tance and sa 1 lence. We doubt it i s  a  very 
r e l i a b l e  ind ica to r ,  and it would n o t  be an independent meas- 
ure i n  t h i s  analys is .  

2. The f i l t e r e d  vers ion  provides an e x p l i c i t  nonresponse 
op t ion .  For examp Ie:  "Congress has been cons ider ing the  
A g r i c u l t u r a l  Trade & o f  1978. Do you favor  o r  oppose the  
passage o f  t h i s  a c t o r  do you n o t  have an op in ion on t h a t  
I s ~ u e ? ~ '  

3. I n  F igure  1 non-,Fi l tered f i c t i v e  quest ions are con- 
s ide red  more d i f f i c u l . t  because i t  i s  harder f o r  respondents 
t o  escape t h e  ques l ion,  s i nce  a nonresponse op t i on  i s  no t  
expl  i c i t .  

4. 1 t i s  poss i b i e  t h a t  t h e  large d i f f e rence  between the  
educated sol  ec f  i rig m i  d-pol n t s  and t h e  less educated tending 
t o  choose responses t h a t  pu t  them o f f  t h e  sca le  i s  more a 
d i f f e r e n c e  i n  s t y l e  lhnn  i n  substance. We suspect t h a t  the  
l a t t e r  i s  true. An~b iva lence should represent  informed in -  
deci  s i  on; nona t I i ludes, a  lack o f  knout edge and/or in terest .  
1-hose descrip4 loris seem l o  f 1t t h e  b e t t e r  educated and less 
educated, respect  i ve l y. .- 
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