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Check Your Bias 
at the Door
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Disclaimer

▪ The following presentation and its findings are not affiliated with the 

following organisations: 

▪ ARTD Consultants 

▪ Iris Ethics 

▪ Autism CRC 

▪ Social Impact Measurement Network of Australia

▪ Australian Evaluation Society

▪ The Research Society

▪ The presenter has not received financial or other payment to commission 

the research and has delivered this as an independent activity
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Warning

▪ (Noting that Kizzy Gandy last year presented evidence that 

these aren’t as effective as people think)

▪ This is going to provoke some hard conversations and (pardon 

the conference pun) burst some bubbles

▪ And I’m not just talking about my use of Bayesian methods

▪ If you’re not comfortable with that, probably best to find another 

session
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Argumentum ad auctoritatem

Only when the evaluator has insight into the interests and 

motivations of other actors in the system, into the roles that [they 

are] consciously or inadvertently playing, the obstacles and 

opportunities that impinge upon the evaluative effort, and the 

limitations and possibilities for putting the results of evaluation to 

work—only with sensitivity to the politics of evaluation research—

can the evaluator be as creative and strategically useful as [they] 

should be.

- Carol Weiss, “Where Politics and Evaluation Research Meet”, 

1973
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The rationale
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Argumentum ad auctoritatem (#2)

Today’s polarised political and social spheres are increasingly 

shaped and dominated by ideological forces that often paint starkly 

different realities about critical issues we face. The future of human 

societies, human autonomy and our modern democracies will be 

determined by the ideological battles on critical issues...

…views, beliefs and ideologies play a major role in how we 

characterise and understand these challenges, and how we 

formulate solutions to them.

- Mohsen Javdani & Ha-Joon Chang, “Who said or what said? 

Estimating ideological bias in views among economists”, 2023
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What political position(s) do we hold?
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Social science researchers tend to express left-liberal political 

attitudes. The ideological skew might influence research 

evaluations, but empirical evidence is limited.

- Henning Finseraas et al., “Ideological biases in research 

evaluations? The case of research on majority–minority relations”, 

2022
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Argumentum ad auctoritatem? (#3)

In God we trust; all others must use data.

- Mary Walton
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Our world is politicised, populist, and polarised 
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…and Australia is not immune.
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Argumentum ad auctoritatem? (#4)

The operating assumption of social scientists, like that of journalists 

and gossips, is that exposure is good and more exposure, better; 

knowledge is always good and more knowledge, better: never 

tasteless, purposeless, or destructive.

.

- Harold Orlans, “Neutrality and Advocacy in Policy Research”, 

1975









The rationale

Knowledge is the best defence…

…and transparency is an unexpectedly good offence.
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What is bias anyway?
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What is bias anyway?
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Confounding factors
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The survey





The survey

Online survey

Advertised through LinkedIn

~7.5 minutes in length
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The survey

AES 
Survey

World Values 
Survey 
(subset)

Nolan Chart 
Test

Basic 
demographics





Double consent process
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The survey (limitations)

Small sample (n = 47)

LinkedIn only

Anonymous

Demographic skew

Instrument limitations
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Survey respondents

Gender Age
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Reweighting
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The findings
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The findings – Nolan Chart Test
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Nolan Test
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Nolan Test
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Overfitting
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Vote
Compass
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Political
Compass
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Political
Compass





Side by side
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The findings – WVS data

WVS 
Module 
subsets:

Political participation

Social values

Economic values
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Comparing distributions

▪ Most of the scales in the WVS are:

▪ Interval (0-10 scales)

▪ Ordinal (Likert & Word Scale)

▪ For comparison, “mean” values are used, with ordinal scales 

converted to interval.*

▪ Two-tailed t-test applied, significance at p < 0.05

▪ This is a statistical shortcut, taken for two reasons…

*The more sophisticated Wilcoxon rank-sum test also uses a mean, it’s just better hidden in the mathematics.
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Comparing distributions

▪ Reason 1: The pattern is what’s important

▪ Reason 2: Bayesian analysis is better
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How I snuck a presentation on applied 
Bayesian statistics into #AES25
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How it works

▪ Instead of just testing for a difference, it tests four hypotheses for 

the nature of the difference:

▪ Unconstrained (difference with no systematic pattern)

▪ Dominance (systematic, with no overlap in category populations)

▪ Constant shift (systematic and constant difference) 

▪ Null (no difference)
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It’s easier to explain with a picture
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The technical details

▪ Markov Chain Monte Carlo simulation

▪ Outputs in terms of Bayes factors => calculate Posterior Odds 

Ratios (PORs)

▪ PORs are presented relative to unconstrained model for ease of 

interpretation

▪ Posterior-Prior Odds Ratios are functionally equivalent to PORs 

due to use of naïve priors (prior odds are equal across all 

models)

▪ POR > 10 is treated as “strong” evidence*

*R. Kass & A. Raftery (1995). "Bayes Factors". Journal of the American Statistical Association. 90 (430): 791
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There’s an app for that
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Political Participation
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Overview
Question P-UW P-W POR-UW POR-W

How interested would you say you are in politics? 0.00 0.00 Shift – 53 Shift – 107

When you get together with your friends, would you 

say you discuss political matters frequently, 

occasionally or never?

0.00 0.00 Shift – 19 Shift – 5

I'm going to describe various types of political 

systems and ask what you think about each as a 

way of governing this country?

—Having a democratic political system 0.08 0.00 Dom – 1.5 Shift – 7

—Having a strong leader who does not have to 

bother with parliament and elections
0.01 0.00 Shift – 24 Shift – 44

—Having a system governed by religious law in 

which there are no political parties or elections
0.00 0.00 Dom – 1.1 Dom – 1.1

—Having experts, not government, make decisions 

according to what they think is best for the country
0.14 0.41 Null – 2.6 Dom – 1.8

—Having the army rule 0.00 0.00 Dom – 1.2 Dom – 1.1
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Evaluators are more interested in 
politics 
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And evaluators like to talk about it with 
family and friends
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Evaluators may be a little more 
technocratic





Overview
Question P-UW P-W POR-UW POR-W

In political matters, people talk of "the left" and "the 

right." How would you place your views on this 

scale, generally speaking?

0.00 0.00 Dom – 5.5 Unc – 1 

How important is it for you to live in a country that 

is governed democratically? On this scale where 1 

means it is “not at all important” and 10 means 

“absolutely important” what position would you 

choose?

0.05 0.10 Null – 11 Null – 1.2

And how democratically is this country being 

governed today? Again using a scale from 1 to 10, 

where 1 means that it is “not at all democratic” and 

10 means that it is “completely democratic,” what 

position would you choose?

0.95 0.73 Unc – 1 Dom – 2 

On a scale from 1 to 10 where “1” is “not satisfied 

at all” and “10” is “completely satisfied”, how 

satisfied are you with how the political system is 

functioning in your country these days?

0.29 0.10 Null – 1.9
Null – 16 

Shift – 10 
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The Nolan Chart data agree.
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Evaluators prefer to live in democracies
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And are more satisfied with the current 
political system
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There is a strong cohort of Greens and 
independent voters





Social Values
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Overview
Question P-UW P-W POR-UW POR-W

For each of the following, indicate how important it 

is in your life:

—Family 0.03 0.00 Dom – 1.2 Dom – 1.2

—Friends 0.02 0.98 Shift – 1.1 Unc – 1 

—Leisure time 0.08 0.23 Unc – 1 Unc – 1 

—Politics 0.00 0.00 Shift – 15  Shift – 22 

—Religion 0.00 0.19 Shift – 7.9 Unc – 1 

—Work 0.59 0.79 Unc – 1 Unc – 1 
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Politics matter for evaluators
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Overview
Question P-UW P-W POR-UW POR-W

Here is a list of various changes in our way of life 

that might take place in the near future. Please tell 

me for each one, if it were to happen, whether you 

think it would be a good thing, a bad thing, or don't 

you mind?

—Greater respect for authority 0.12 0.77 Dom – 1.3 Unc – 1 

—Less importance placed on work in our lives 0.00 0.00 Shift – 5.3 Dom – 1.8

—More emphasis on the development of 

technology
0.00 0.20 Dom – 1.5 Unc – 1  
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Evaluators might like less work
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Evaluators are possibly bolshie! 

▪ Unweighted: The chi-square 

statistic is 30.4905. The p-

value is < 0.00001. The result 

is significant at p < .05.

▪ Weighted: The chi-square 

statistic is 10.6902. The p-

value is .004772. The result 

is significant at p < .05.
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Economic Values





Overview
Question P-UW P-W POR-UW POR-W

How would you place your views on this scale? 1 means you agree 

completely with the statement on the left; 10 means you agree completely 

with the statement on the right; and if your views fall somewhere in 

between, you can choose any number in between.

L: Incomes should be made more equal

R: There should be greater incentives for individual effort
0.03 0.00

Shift – 

52,875
Dom – 6 

L: Private ownership of business and industry should be increased

R: Government ownership of business and industry should be increased
0.02 0.98 Shift – 6579 Null – 5.7

L: Government should take more responsibility to ensure that everyone is 

provided for

R: People should take more responsibility for themselves

0.08 0.23
Shift – 

109041
Shift – 5.46

L: Competition is good

R: Competition is harmful
0.00 0.00 Dom – 5.8 Dom – 3.4

L: In the long run, hard work usually brings a better life

R: Hard work doesn’t generally bring success—it’s more a matter of luck 

and connections

0.00 0.19 Shift – 5701 Dom – 3 
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Evaluators are less divergent on 
economic policy
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But broadly pro-environment

▪ Unweighted: The chi-square 

statistic is 14.1276. The p-

value is .000171. Significant 

at p < .05. 

▪ Weighted: The chi-square 

statistic is 3.8913. The p-

value is .048538. Significant 

at p < .05.





The implications
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We’ve got a (potential) bias problem
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How do we reckon with this?

In our work

In how we present our field to 
commissioners and stakeholders

In how we engage with the public
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Addressing implicit 
bias is hard
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Checking our bias at the door

Make our 
implicit biases 

explicit

Then address 
them
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…is that even possible or desirable?
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Check vs check vs check
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Check vs check vs check
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Argumentum ad auctoritatem (#5) 
(I promise it’s the last one)

Evaluations which neglect to consider values are at risk of 

becoming irrelevant and unused.

- Indran Naidoo et al., “Value-based evaluation and why it matters”, 

2023
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Yes, and…

Evaluators who neglect to consider their values are at risk of 

becoming irrelevant and unused.
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Discussion
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Thanks

▪ The World Values Survey for providing access to their 

instruments and reporting

▪ All the cited sources who open access published their studies

▪ Martin Schnuerch and Jeff Rouder for their research and tools 

on Bayesian analysis of ordinal scale data (also open access 

and open source published)
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