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The assessment of relationship quality is one of the most frequently addressed topics in 
research on intimate relationships (see Karney and Bradbury 2020; Fincham and Beach 2006; 
Bradbury, Fincham and Beach 2000). Relationship quality is connected with the stability of 
relationships and therefore often serves as predictor for processes such as separations, family 
formations or marriages (Karney and Bradbury 1995; Lewis and Spanier 1979). Not only family 
sociologists and demographers, but also family psychologists frequently use indicators for 
relationship quality as determinants for various outcomes. Central and frequently analysed 
indicators for relationship quality in quantitative family research are the subjectively 
perceived stability (e.g. van Damme and Dykstra 2018; Wiik, Keizer and Lappegard 2012), 
satisfaction with the relationship (e.g. Schmid et al. 2021, Arranz-Becker 2013) as well as 
certain interactions between partners, such as conflict behaviour (e.g. Huß and Pollmann-
Schult 2020, Kluwer and Johnson 2007). Most of these studies mentioned, examine the 
aspects of relationship quality between different countries and cultural backgrounds or 
between different time points and events in the life of a respondent. Particularly as soon as 
different data collections within a longitudinal or a cross-national study are involved, analyses 
strongly depend on a consistently high data quality and comparability of these data. 
Limitations in the reliability or comparability can have many sources. One important 
determinant is the mode of data collection (Groves et al. 2004), which appears to be 
particularly relevant since many panel studies are currently shifting their mode of data 
collection to online interviews. The background is that web interviews are much more cost 
efficient than face-to-face interviews especially in countries where labour costs for 
interviewers are on a high level (Bethlehem and Biffignandi 2012). Further, the COVID-19 
pandemic has strongly accelerated this transition and has forced established face-to-face 
studies in family research, such as the Generations and Gender Programme (GGP) or the 
German family panel pairfam, to switch to web interviews (Gummer et al. 2020). 
 
Nevertheless, a common criticism for web surveys is that they are not representative enough 

(Couper 2000). However, with spreading availability of web access, this problem is 

diminishing. In terms of data quality, the main difference between the two modes today is 

that web interviews are self-administered whereas face-to-face interviews are interviewer-

administered. This has advantages as well as disadvantages for both modes which can have 

positive as well as negative effects on data quality. On the one hand, an interviewer is able to 

motivate people to participate and thereby increase response rates (Groves et al. 2004). 

Furthermore, an interviewer can motivate respondents in supporting the interviewee 

cognitively with regards to demanding and effortful questions (Holbrook, Green and Krosnick 

2003). On the other hand, the presence of an interviewer increases the normative pressure 
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on respondents to provide a socially acceptable answer, whereas the anonymous interview 

environment of self-administered interviews allows them to be more honest (Tourangeau and 

Yan 2007; Tourangeau and Smith 1996). Especially with regards to more sensitive questions, 

the mode of data collection has a strong influence on biases due to social desirability (Chang 

and Krosnick 2010, Tourangeau and Yan 2007). Research shows that factual measurements 

on sociodemographic characteristics are less affected by the interview situation whereas 

subjective and private questions which score higher on sensitivity show a stronger mode effect 

between web and face-to-face interviews (Burkill et al. 2016; Christensen et al. 2012). Related 

to contents in family research, previous findings on social desirability bias between modes 

often concentrate on traditional or obvious sensitive items, like attitudes towards normative 

gender and family roles (Liu 2017; Liu and Wang 2015), questions regarding sexual behaviour 

and experiences (Burkill et al. 2016; Kelly et al. 2013) and questions regarding the assessment 

of mental and physical health (Braekman et al. 2020; Christensen et al. 2012). An open 

question is still, to which extent other subjective questions are experienced as probably 

sensitive by the respondent and therefore might be prone to a social desirability bias between 

different modes of data collection. 

This paper focuses on the impact of the mode of data collection on the measurements of 

different dimensions of relationship quality. We want to test whether significant differences 

in measurement occur and, if possible, assess which survey design provides the most accurate 

measurement of relationship quality. For assessing such effects, an experimental pilot study 

was carried out in Germany within the GGP context which compares the traditional face-to-

face mode and the upcoming web mode. The GGP is a well-established large-scale survey 

programme in family research. The pilot study allows to use a real survey instrument, the 

Generations and Gender Survey (GGS), as well as a real experimental design for testing for 

mode differences. The experimental design allows us to compare measurements of our items 

under study in two experimental interview settings, but in otherwise identical survey 

conditions. In a first step we compare the unweighted distribution between the two 

experimental groups to see if a mode difference exists at all. Afterwards we apply post-

stratification weighting, where we weight the demographic distributions of our sample after 

the reference population to exclude selection effects due to mode-specific nonresponse. To 

control for determinants of relationship quality, we perform different multivariate regression 

models. 

Our findings show clear differences for the majority of items which assess relationship quality 

between respondents interviewed in a traditional face-to-face design and respondents who 

carried out the interview in a self-administered online interview. Items regarding perceived 

subjective instability, satisfaction with different domains in the relationship as well as conflict 

frequencies and styles show a socially undesirable response behaviour online than in a 

personal interview. In other words, respondents in web rate their relationship quality 

significantly lower than respondents in face-to-face. Respondents in web are thinking more 

than twice as often about breaking up with their partner and also assessing the relationship 

satisfaction significantly lower. These effects remain stable even after controlling for other 
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demographic and family-related confounders, which correlate with relationship quality and 

survey participation. This stresses that the assessment of relationship quality in studies about 

intimate relationships must be considered as highly sensitive and subjective, since social 

desirability bias and the anonymity of the interview situation seems to play an important role 

for receiving accurate measurements. That implies that respondents are significantly more 

open and honest about their relationship when they conduct the interview self-administered 

on the web as they are asked about it by an interviewer. 
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