
Bias 
A statistic is biased (or has a bias) if its sample value is systematically different from its “true” value for the entire 

population.  

Types of Bias 
Undercoverage 
The sampling technique misses a group in the population. For example, a Facebook poll does not survey people who 

are not Facebook users or who are not online at all.  

Voluntary response 
The sample members are self-selected. For example, a call-in radio show asking for opinions about a recent, local 

crime. The sample is likely to contain people with stronger opinions than is typical in the entire population. 

Leading or loaded questions 
Wording questions so that a response becomes more or less favourable. For example, a survey question might ask 

“is it ethical for doctors to kill patients at their request?” instead of a more neutral “is it ethical for doctors to assist 

in patient suicide?” 

Social desirability 
Respondents are less likely to admit to wrongdoing (for example, criminal behaviour) or unpopular perspectives (for 

example, a fringe political view), especially if the survey results are not anonymous.  

Reporting bias 
Selectively revealing data about subjects to support a position (for example, not disclosing relevant medical history), 

or underreporting unexpected or undesirable results.  

Publication bias 
A bias in what available research will be published. Commonly the “file drawer effect” – results which are negative 

(do not support the hypothesis) may not be published at all. Overall the literature shows a positive trend (supporting 

the hypothesis). 

Attrition bias, survivorship bias 
Loss of participants during the study in a non-random way. For example, when measuring the effect of a drug on 

reducing cholesterol over a 5-year period you have to account for participants who have died before the 5 years are 

complete.  

Recall bias 
The tendency to remember past events or behaviours incorrectly. For example, overestimating the number of 

servings of vegetables we eat, or underestimating the time spent using a smartphone.  
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