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C H A P T E R  4 

Survey Implementation 

T K ~  Q~~~~IONNAIRe is only one element of a well-done survey. Moreover, no 
matter how well constructed or easy to complete, it is not the main determi- 
nant of response to mail or other self-administered surveys. Implementation 
procedures have a much greater influence on response rates. Multiple con- 
tacts, the contents of letters, appearance of envelopes, incentives, personal- 
ization, sponsorship and how it is explained, and other attributes of the 
communication process have a significantly greater collective capability for 
Influencing response rates than does questionnaire design. 

Previous experimental research on how to improve mail survey response is 
unanimous on the influence of one primary factor on response rates. Multiple 
contacts have been shown to be more effective than any other technique for 
increasing response to surveys by mail (e.g., Scott, 1961; Linsky 1975; Dillman, 
1991). This finding should not be surprising inasmuch as repeated contacts 
are also key to improving response to interview surveys. Recent research con- 
firms that this is also true for surveys by e-mail (Schaefer and Dillman, 1998). 

Close behind in proven effectiveness is the use of token financial incentives 
sent with the request to respond. Other techniques, from personalization of 
correspondence to stamped return envelopes, have been shown to have mod- 
est effects on response rates in most survey situations, and are usually im- 
portant for maximizing survey response (e.g., Dillman, 1991). 

However, certain proven implementation techniques cannot be used for 
some surveys. For example, token financial incentives are currently prevented 
for use in most federal government mail surveys. Conversely, a technique 

especially effective for certain government surveys, the statement that 
is mandatory, cannot be used for the vast majority of surveys which 

are voluntary Other techniques may be rejected because of concerns about 
burden to respondents; for example, certified mail, which requires respon- 
dents to sign for delivery and may therefore, require a trip to the post office. 
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e outside of the envelope." This meant that the 
One of the most common mistakes made in the design of mail surveysi ould appear the same as those received ear- 

assume the existence of a "magic bullet," that is, one technique that will ass i that are different from previous ones are 
a high response rate regardless of how other aspects of the survey are an repetition of a previously used technique. 
signed. As with the powerful engine and superior steering system that as successful will not be subject to receiv- 
distinctive qualities to certain high quality cars, these features do not ex ire. Therefore, the later contacts need to be var- 
designers from giving careful attention to all other aspects of a c an effort to increase their effectiveness with nonrespondents. A system 
from tires to paint. Such careful attention to details of survey irnplementati compatible contacts includes the following: 
is the focus of this chapter. 

A brief prenotice letter that is sent to the respondent a few days prior to 

FIVE NEEDED ELEMENTS FOR ACHIEVING the questionnaire. It notes that a questionnaire for an important survey 

HIGH RESPONSE RATES will arrive in a few days and that the person's response would be greatly 

Tailored Design utilizes, as a reference point, a general method of impleme ing that includes a detailed cover letter explaining 
tation that should achieve good results for most surveys. That method why a response is important. 
then refined for specific situations, as described in subsequent chapters. It con- * A thank you postcard that is sent a few days to a week after the question- 
sists of five elements which have individually been shown to significantly im- naire. This mailing expresses appreciation for responding, and indicates 
prove response to mail surveys in most situations. Each element i that if the completed questionnaire has not yet been mailed it is hoped 
in ways that complement the other elements. These elements include: that it will be returned soon. 
respondent-friendly questionnaire, (2) up to five contacts with t A replacement questionnaire that is sent to nonrespondents 2-4 weeks af- 
naire recipient, (3) inclusion of stamped return envelopes, (4) per ter the previous questionnaire mailing. It indicates that the person's 
correspondence, and (5) a token financial incentive that is sent with the s completed questionnaire has not yet been received and urges the recip- 
vey request. 

may be made by telephone a week or so after the 

ELEMENT 1: RESPONDENT-FRIENDLY QUESTIONNAIRE 
ephone numbers are available). It may also be made 

by Federal Express, priority U.S. mail, or special delivery 2-4 weeks af- 
Chapter 3 presented the elements of what makes a questionnaire res ter the previous mailing. The different mode of contact distinguishes each 
friendly-questions that are clear and easy to comprehend, a quest type of final contact from regular mail delivery. Each of these delivery 
that suggests high salience to the respondent, and a questionnaire 1 modes builds upon past research (Dillman et al., 1974; Heberlein and 
is in accordance with visual principles of design for comprehension and e Baumgartner, 1978) showing that a "special" contact of these types im- 
response. Certain other factors may or may not be within the power of proves overall response to mail surveys. 
questionnaire designer to affect, such as shortening the questionn 
fewer questions are asked and the burden decreased, or creating inter e contact sequence described here has several implied components that 
getting questions to draw the respondent into the questionnaire. ndomly assembled collection of five contacts. Each 
the design principles discussed in Chapter 3 will have a modest but tact has a different look and feel to it. Each communication differs from the 
influence on overall response rates, and a somewhat greater influ a sense of appropriate renewal of an effort to com- 
item-nonresponse. tes briefly that something will be coming 

ediate response. The first questionnaire mail- 

ELEMENT 2: FOUR CONTACTS BY FIRST CLASS MAIL, WITH AN ADDITIONA the request and asks for a response. The postcard 

"SPECIAL" CONTACT 
has a different visual appearance (postcard versus letter) and is ex- 

e replacement questionnaire contains a powerful 
Multiple contacts are essential for maximizing response to mail su tion-"We've not yet heard from you. . ." The fi- 
Once, when suggesting multiple contacts to a client, the immediate resp ontact expresses the importance of response to the sponsor by showing 
was, "No problem, we'll just print a lot of extra questionnaire packets 



152 ELEMENTS OF THE TAILORED DESIGN METHOD Survey Implementation 153 

the expenditure of considerably more effort and resources, as reflected by the EMENT 5: TOKEN PREPAID FINANCIAL INCENTIVES 
cost of delivery. 

Timing is also an important aspect of the contacts. If the prenotice were s noted in Chapter 1, research has shown consistently that the inclusion of 

be sent several weeks ahead of the questionnaire mailing, it would be forgo 
small, token financial incentives of one to five dollars with a request to re- 

ten and have no effect on response. The postcard thank you is designed to get spond to a mail questionnaire can improve response rates significantly. 

to respondents while the questionnaire is still in their possession and to pro- Promised incentives do not have nearly so great an effect on response, and 

vide a gentle reminder that the questionnaire is important. These latter mail- have even been shown to have no effect at all. The reason is that promising to 

ings are timed to give a reasonable time for response prior to their being sent. ay after the questionnaire is returned changes the terms of exchange from so- 
to economic. It is easy to decline the request to complete a questionnaire 
nit offers to pay respondents for their time; if the price is too low, or the 

ELEMENT 3: RETURN ENVELOPES WITH REAL FIRST-CLASS STAMPS erson simply isn't interested in doing it at any price, it is culturally accept- 

Use of reply envelopes with real stamps affixed instead of business reply en- le not to respond. However, if a surveyor has made a goodwill gesture such 

velopes will improve response several percentage points. Sending a real sending a dollar or two as a token of appreciation in advance, that produces 

stamp represents a goodwill gesture; the sender has sent something of value a sense of reciprocal obligation, especially if the offer is made in a pleasant 

that recipients can use for some other purpose if they like. However, it is pre- 
way. This topic is elaborated in more detail later in this chapter. 

cisely this quality of reciprocating an effort of value that social exchange These five elements of a respondent-friendly questionnaire, five timely 

about. A contributing factor to this positive effect may be the difficulty 
ontacts, a stamped return envelope, personalization, and token financial in- 

throwing away anything with monetary value. The questionnaire is less like1 entives are the basic structural features around which an effective imple- 

to be discarded and will therefore be present when the carefully-timed pos mentation system can be developed. As such, they constitute the skeleton 

card reminder is sent. 
und which additional details, to be described in the remainder of this 

apter, are developed. Readers familiar with the mail survey literature will 
te that many techniques that have been researched are not included; these 

ELEMENT 4: PERSONALIZATION OF CORRESPONDENCE lude, for example, deadline dates, color of questionnaire, material incen- 

Correspondence can be personalized in many ways-the use of real sta 
s, multiple denomination stamps on the outgoing envelope, official spon- 

tionery printed on high quality paper, real names instead of a preprinted salu hip, and length of cover letter. Some of these techniques appear to have no 

tation of "Dear Resident," real signatures, or simply sending replaceme ct; for example, real stamps on outgoing envelopes. Others, such as mate- 

mailings with the message: "To the best of our knowledge you have not yet 
incentives, might be considered when the far more powerful token finan- 

sponded." It has been suggested that personalization has lost effectivenes incentives cannot be used. Still others, such as orientation and length of 

recent years because it is easy to program word processors to write le 
ver letters, are details that depend upon the particular survey situation. 

such as, "Dear Don Dillman, I am writing to inform you and your wife 
that the XYZ Company has created a new dog food that we are sure yo 
Boston Terrier, Crickett, will find to be very tasty. We would like to send a fr CHANGE FROM THE TOTAL DESIGN METHOD 
sample to your home in Pullman, Washington . . ." Such letters are imperson s of the original Total Design Method will note certain differences from 
precisely because of the extreme effort to insert personal references. method, specifically the inclusion of token financial incentives, a 

Personalization might best be thought of as what one would do in a lett ped-return envelope (presented only as an option with the TDM), and a 
sent to a business acquaintance who is not well known to the sender. It ange in the number and type of contacts. The addition of incentives is the 
vides the look and feel of being from a real person, rather than a careful ost significant difference and is based upon the fact that several experimen- 
grammed computer. Recent tests of personalizing mailings on general tests of the effects of token financial incentives in conjunction with use of 
samples, each of which used four contacts, resulted in response rate increas e complete Total Design Method have produced sigruficant increases in re- 
of 5 to 11% in four-contact general public surveys in four states: Id onse rates (Dillman, 1991). Also, tantalizing evidence exists that token fi- 
Oregon, Pennsylvania, and Washington (Dillman, Lesser, Carlson, Maso ial incentives may be especially effective with younger respondents 
Willits, and Jackson, 1999). In most cases, personalization is an integral part are less likely to respond to mail surveys), thereby helping to reduce 
Tailored Design. onresponse error in certain populations (Dillman, 1997). The stamped return 
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envelope, a technique mentioned as an option under the TDM, was added other hand, human subjects protection committees in universities and 
because of consistent evidence from the literature and several experiments lic agencies often place pressure on survey sponsors to reduce efforts to 
of my own that produced a response improvement of two to four percent t recipients to respond to surveys in an attempt to keep intrusions into 

(Dillman, 1978,1991). ople's lives at a minimum. 

Considerable research has suggested that a prior notice is an effective stim- Our goal in changing the number and nature of contacts from those used 

ulus for reducing nonresponse (Dillman, Clark, and Sinclair, 1995), although the TDM is aimed at satisfying both needs. We are attempting to improve 

this effectiveness seems to stem from the fact that an additional contact has sponse rates, but to do that in a way that is not offensive to respondents. 

been made rather than its uniqueness as a contact (Dillman, Dillman, Baxter, 0th the prenotice and final contact by special mail or telephone, and the 

Petrie, Miller, and Carley, 1995). From a social exchange perspective, the rding associated with each contact, are aimed at finding an appropriate 

prenotice letter provides an opportunity to send a different kind of contact ance. In the remainder of this chapter, step-by-step details are provided for 

(one not asking for an immediate response) which might be shaped in a way lementing Tailored Design surveys. 

that builds interest and anticipation, and thereby influences the balance of re- 
wards and costs. 

The use of five contacts rather than four, as described in the first edition of 
DETAILED FEATURES OF THE 

this book, reflects changes in U.S. society. The basic TDM method began with 
IMPLEMENTATION SYSTEM 

a questionnaire mailing, followed by a one-week postcard thank you/re- Research has shown that the failure to return a mail questionnaire can be 

minder, a replacement questionnaire sent after two additional weeks, and a fi- traced to many different aspects of survey implementation. Kulka, Holt, 

nal replacement questionnaire sent by certified mail after three more weeks Carter, and Dowd (1991), in an analysis of why people did not return the De- 

had elapsed. Certified mail was a very effective technique, eliciting responses cennial Census form, found that some people did not recall receiving it, 0th- 

from as many as a third of the nonrespondents to earlier mailings (Moore and ers recalled receiving it but did not open it, and still others opened it but did 

Dillman, 1980; Dillman et al., 1974), but required recipients to sign for the let- not start to fill it out. Further, some of those who started to fill it out did not 

ter. If recipients were not at home, this could require a trip to the post office. sh and some who finished did not mail it back. Reasons offered for not 

Early research showed that other special contacts-telephone, special deliv- completing and returning a questionnaire range from "not thinking it's im- 

ery, and U.S. Postal Service priority mail-have effects similar to certified portant" or "not interested in the topic" to "concern about confidentiality" or 

mail, but do not require that the respondent be at home to accept delivery simply, "just not getting around to it." 

(Moore and Dillrnan, 1980). Research by Heberlein and Baumgartner (1978) has shown that a strong 

In addition, the trend in survey research has been for face-to-face and tele- predictor of response rates to mail surveys is the salience of the questionnaire. 

phone survey methods to require more contacts to achieve a given level of re- Questionnaires that asked about current behaviors or interests were defined 
sponse. The use of 20 to 30 contacts is not unusual. It is now s highly salient, while those that asked about neither were defined as not 

telephone survey practice to attempt to convert "soft" refusals; for ent. An example of a highly salient survey offered by Heberlein and 

people who have hung up while saying something like, "I don't have time." aumgartner (1978), is a Veterans' Administration survey of educational 

has also been argued that the tailoring of the arguments used by interviewe d interests of veterans who had expressed a desire for receiving edu- 

in these multiple contacts is effective in improving response rates through re assistance. A nonsalient questionnaire was confined to asking demo- 

fusal conversion (Groves and Couper, 1998). Adding another contact to am aphic characteristics of readers of a national magazine. 

implementation system provides one more opportunity to shape the kind o Salience is defined by Guralnik (1980) as "standing out from the rest; no- 

request being made to nonrespondents, and in particular to seek respons ceable; conspicuous; prominent" and can be either positive, as operational- 

from individuals under-represented in early questionnaire returns. ed by Heberlein and Baumgartner (1978), or negative. Our goal in designing 

One other consideration that has shaped the change from TDM to Tailore ach aspect of the implementation system from prenotice letter to return en- 

Design is the influence of sometimes conflicting pressures from groups wi to create positive salience. We want each element to be noticeable, 

much influence over how surveys get done. The United States Office of a way that creates a positive impression; that is, increases a sense of re- 

agement and Budget strongly encourages agencies to use methods this questionnaire looks interesting and important), reduces perceived 

achieve very high response rates, often 80%. To do that, especially with t sts (it looks easy to do), and creates trust (it came with two dollars that 

general public, requires the use of an intensive implementation system. uld be kept without sending back the questionnaire). The overall impres- 



sion that is created, and thus the balance between rewards and costs, depends 
not only on individual elements but also on the consistency among those ele- 
ments. Thus, each element, a description of which follows, should not be 
thought of as self-standing, but as part of an overall implementation system 
for which a change in one part is likely to have unintended consequences for 
another. 

The purpose of a prenotice letter is to provide a positive and timely notice that 
the recipient will be receiving a request to help with an important study or 
survey. It should be brief, personalized, positively worded, and aimed at 
building anticipation rather than providing the details or conditions for par- 
ticipation in the survey. If a small token of appreciation is to be provided with 
the questionnaire, it should be mentioned here without going into details. In 
addition, this letter should be sent by first-class mail and timed to arrive only 
days to a week ahead of the actual questionnaire. An example of such a prelet- 
ter is provided in Figure 4.1. 

Research has shown consistently that a prenotice will improve response 
rates to mail surveys (Kanuk and Berenson, 1975; Fox, Crask, and Kim, 1988; 
Dillman, Clark, and Sinclair, 1995; Dillman, 1991), but it is unclear whether the 
effect stems from the fact it is one additional mailing and the more contacts 
the higher the response rate, or whether it is a unique type of contact. An at- 
tempt to test whether it has a unique effect (compared with other mailings) 
was made by comparing results between a preletter and a final letter sent af- 
ter a replacement questionnaire. In three tests, results were from three to five 
percentage points higher for the prenotice, and the same for the fourth test, 
with none of the differences being statistically significant (Dillman & Dill- 
man, 1995). In another test it was found that a prenotice letter added four to 
six percent to response rates for census questionnaires, a difference that could 
not be compensated for by a stamped return envelope, postcard reminder, or 
one replacement questionnaire in a four mailing sequence (Dillman, Clark, 
and Sinclair, 1995). 

Results from a large sample pretest of a national government survey of 
Americans over 65 were once offered to me as evidence that preletters were 
not useful; that test revealed no difference between use of a preletter as an ad- 
ditional contact and no preletter. Upon examination, the reasons became ap- 
parent. First, the letter was sent nearly a month prior to receipt of the 
questionnaire, by which time it was likely to be a distant, if not forgotten, 
memory. Sending the letter only a few days ahead of the questionnaire avoids 
this problem. In addition, this letter was nearly two pages long, going into 
great detail about the reasons for the questionnaire, the fact that the request 
was voluntary, and other explanations that seemed likely to raise anxiety (and 

Suwey 

mple of preletter to sample of new state residc 
censes to get a Washington driver's license. 

Implementation 157 

?nts who turned in out- 

Washington State University 
Social and Emnrmlc Sctnces Research Centel 

!- Date -+ July 1 ,  1999 
;. 

Inside address -+ L. T. Hansen 

!i 2121 Lincoln Way East 
Uniontown, WA 99962-2056 

-+ A few days from now you will receive in the 
brief questionnaire for an important research 
by Washington State University. 

W i l M  Hall 133 
FQ BOX 644014 

Pullman. WA 991664014 
509.335-1511 

FAX 509-3354! 16 

mail a request to fill out a 
I project being conducted 

What it is about -+ It concerns the experience of people who have moved to Wash~ngton 

6 state, and how they feel about l~ving here. 

b 
Usefulness of -+ I am wntlng In advance because we have found many people l ~ k e  to 

5 Thank-you + Thank you for your time and conslderation. It's only with the generour 

know ahead of time that they will be contact ed. The study is an 
important one that will help government agencies as well as employers 
in Washington understand who is moving to Washington, and whether 
their expectations are being met 

help of people like you that our research can 

f Sincerely, 

p 
$ 

Token 
kF incentive 

be successful. 

Don A. Dillman 
Professor and Deputy Director 

+ P.S. We will be enclosing a small token of appreciation with the 
questionnaire as a way of saying thanks. 

therefore "costs"), but that the recipient could not resolve by being able to see 
the nonthreatening content of the questionnaire. Much of this information 
needed to be presented to the respondent, but the actual cover letter that ac- 
companied the questionnaire would have been a much better place to pre- 

I, when a preletter has been recommendec 
someone has objected to the format on 

d for starting the sur- 
the grounds that, "I 

wouldn't open a letter, but I would look at a postcard." My choice of a letter in- 
stead of a postcard is deliberate. It takes perhaps 20 seconds to get an event 
into long-term memory. A postcard can be looked at, flipped over, and laid 
.aside in only a few seconds. Thus, I recommend a letter that will take longer 
to open and on which more information, including trust-inducing elements 
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such as letterhead stationery, personalized address, and signature can be in- 
cluded to help define the survey as important. The goal is to convey the idea 
that something important is about to be sent to the person to whom the letter 
is addressed. Consistent with the idea that variety by itself has value in mak- 
ing each mailing more salient, we save the postcard format for the third con- 
tact (the thank you/reminder) where it will be a fresh stimulus that appears 
quite different from the prenotice letter. 

In surveys that are contracted to another organization for data collection, it 
may be useful to have the preletter come from the study sponsor on its sta- 
tionery An example is when a government agency contracts with a private 
firm to conduct the survey Inasmuch as government sponsorship tends to irn- 
prove response rates (Heberlein and Baumgartner, 1978), having the preletter 
processed on the appropriate government stationery is desirable. Such a 
preletter provides an opportunity to explain briefly that the survey is being 
conducted for that agency by the XYZ Company thereby invoking the ex- 
change elements of authority and legitimacy 

The questionnaire should be sent only a few days to a week after the preno- 
tice, again by first class mail. This mailing contains several elements: a cover 
letter, the questionnaire, any token of appreciation, and a return envelope. De- 
sign attention needs to be focused on the individual as well as on the collec- 
tive impact of the mailout components on the respondent. 

Initially, it is important to contemplate where the information to be in- 
cluded in this mailout best fits. For example, I have seen some questionnaires 
that provide information inside the questionnaire cover about who should re- 
spond and how, which was then repeated almost word for word in the cover 
letter, a decision that contributed to the letter becoming three pages long. 
Sometimes separate sheets of instructions on how to answer certain questions 
are included. I have also seen mailing packages that included a second cover 
letter that was intended as support for the study, but probably did no more 
than contribute to the bulk of the mailout package. For these reasons, con- 
struction of the mailout package begins by deciding what information should 
and should not be included and in which element it should be expressed. As 
noted in Chapter 3, there are compelling reasons for placing information ex- 
actly where it is to be used. If this is done, it tends to reduce the total number 
of words as well as the number of separate pieces that must be included in the 
mailout. 

The Cover Letter 

The cover letter should be limited to one page, including certain critical pieces 
of information, each of which is detailed below. Style is important. Sometimes 

when people begin to draft letters they immediately adopt an impersonal ap- 
proach that treats the recipient more as an impersonal object than someone 
from whom they are about to request a favor. For example: 

I am writing to people like yourself because it's necessary for my agency to com- 
plete a technical needs assessment as a matter of agency policy. 

or 
In order to help you do a better job of completing your future tax returns, we 
want to know what problems you have had in the past. 

The first of these sentences conveys that the letter is being written to a lot 
of people, and concerns something important only to the agency The second 
example implies that the agency is going to help respondents do what they 
should have been doing all along. From an exchange standpoint, the first sen- 
tence immediately eliminates reward value and the second one incurs cost by 
subordinating the respondent to the writer, as explained in Chapter 1. 

It is useful when writing cover letters to create a mental image of an ac- 
quaintance with an educational level a little lower than the average of the sur- 
vey population from whom assistance is being requested. Then a letter is 
composed that communicates specifically to them. My goal is to h d  a style and 
specific wording that reflects normal social interaction surrounding a diplo- 
matic and socially appropriate request. It should be short, but also needs to con- 
vey all of the essential information. The written request is also aimed at 
conveying an attitude of straight-forward communication that is not mislead- 
ing, just as would be done in a conversation with a person with whom we hoped 
to maintain a mutually respectful relationship. I have also suggested to some 
study sponsors that they view cover letters as costing them 10 cents a word out 
of their pockets; it is a cost not so high as to prevent doing what is necessary, but 
high enough to make one aware of unneeded phrases and sentences. The ele- 
ments considered essential for an efficient but effective letter follow. 

Date. I once drafted a letter for an agency that included the mailout date at 
the top. It was approved, but only after the mailout date had been removed. 
The letter was resubmitted to the correspondence management office with the 
date reinserted, and it again came back deleted. A subsequent conversation 
revealed that it was a matter of agency policy not to put dates on letters used 
in large surveys because of variable mailing dates. Such policies need to be 
changed. 

The date at the top of the letter is the first element of personalization. One 
is unlikely to send a letter to a business acquaintance without putting the date 
at the top and its removal is an immediate indicator that this is a relatively 
unimportant letter that can be ignored. Changing the specific date to only a 
month, for example, "July 1998," is unconventional and should also be 
avoided. 
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Inside name and address. A certain sign of unimportance is to begin a letter 
with, "Dear Citizen" or a general synonym like resident, friend, neighbor, or 
colleague. The salutation indicates to whom the request that follows is being 
addressed. With today's word processing equipment, merging letters and 
names in the printing process is quite simple. For this reason it is often sug- 
gested that omitting names and addresses no longer makes a difference. In 
contrast, I believe that the new ease of merging word files makes the absence 
of names and addresses more noticeable, especially when a generalized sub- 
stitute is included. It conveys more quickly and effectively than any other 
component of the letter that a form letter is being sent. 

There is one situation in which names and addresses are not placed on the 
letterhead stationery. This is when a respondent selection process is being car- 
ried out (see below) and the name on the sample list may not correspond to 
the person who is being asked to respond. An example is the use of telephone 
directory listings from which an adult is asked to respond for the household. 
The use of such listings in the past has resulted in a higher proportion of males 
responding for household surveys, despite selection criteria, such as the per- 
son with the most recent birthday being specified in the letter. The reason for 
this bias is that husbands are more often listed in telephone directories than 
are wives. Although this situation is changing, it has not disappeared and ap- 
pears to be associated with older households for which listings have stayed 
the same for many years. In these cases a modified address might be used, for 
example, "To residents at 9021 SW Marcel Street," or "To residents at this ad- 
dress," which is somewhat more personalized than simply using "Dear Resi- 
dent." 

Salufations. The appropriateness of salutations varies significantly from one 
situation to another. I once assisted with a survey in which the cover letter was 
signed by an association president who kept an address file of salutations he 
felt comfortable with. Accordingly, some letters began with a personal style, 
such as "Dear Alice," while others began with a more formal style, such as, 
"Dear Dr. Henry." 

When there is no preexisting relationship between the sender and receiver, 
and the gender is known, salutations like: "Dear Ms. Adamson" or "Dear Mr. 
Adamson" are appropriate. However, it is increasingly difficult to determine 
gender from a name, and many names appear simply as initials. In such cases, 
the salutation should be omitted rather than risking offending the recipient. 

What is this letter about? It is perhaps easier to indicate what not to do than to 
indicate the best approach to use for a specific letter of transmittal. Surpris- 
ingly many cover letters start out in this way: 

My name is Dan Scurry and I'm writing to ask your help with a survey being 
conducted by the University of California Department of Health Services. 
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All of this information is conveyed in other places, from the letterhead to 
the signature, and by our 10 cent per word standard not using this sentence 
represents an immediate savings of $2.60. 

Another style I seek to avoid is that of a monologue, which by the end of the 
first paragraph in this letter about public smoking policies has still not ex- 
plained why this letter has been sent: 

As you are undoubtedly aware, smoking is of grave concern to many people 
throughout America. Increasingly the health concerns associated with smoking 
are becoming better known and preventing smoking among youth is one of the 
nation's highest priorities. It's important to understand all aspects of this impor- 
tant national issue. 

A more appropriate beginning is illustrated by the cover letter shown in 
Figure 4.2. It explains in a brief introductory paragraph what is being re- 
quested and is followed by a second paragraph that explains why 

Why this request is useful and important. The second important message of the 

letter explains why the action requested of the recipient is useful and irnpor- 
tant. This is often the most difficult part of the letter to write. In a scientific as- 
sessment of the general public's attitudes towards the environment, it is 
inappropriate to explain the usefulness of the study in this way: 

It is important to keep big business from harming the environment, so we are do- 
ing this survey to get your honest opinions on the extent to which you feel the 
environment should be protected. 

Such an explanation is obviously biased, giving the impression that the 
sponsor wants responses from people who have opinions that are highly sup- 
portive of protecting the environment. The goal here is to design an appeal 
that makes it unclear which side of an issue, if any corresponds to the spon- 
sor's beliefs and that asks for an honest opinion. For example: 

It is unclear whether people want either more or less to be done by state gov- 
ernment to protect the environment than is now being done. Only by asking 
people throughout the state to give their honest opinions can we learn what 
people do and don't want our government to do. The results of this survey will 
be summarized and provided to all legislators from both political parties for 
their possible use in the upcoming legislative session. 

An attempt is made to couch the usefulness argument broadly. In this case 
the desire for possible government action by both political parties has been 
used, not only to balance the argument, but to convey a use that most citizens 
are likely to support. In practice, one quickly realizes that there are virtually 
no arguments with which absolutely every recipient would a g r e e i n  this 
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Figure 4.2 Example of cover letter (second contact) to sample of new state case some would want government to do absolutely nothing-but this argu- 
residents; to follow preletter. ment is likely to have some appeal for most people. Therefore, it may tap the 

social exchange element of feeling that one is doing something useful by re- = Washington State University 
Smal and EmnOmlC Sclencer Rssssrch Cemer 

confidential. This statement conveys an ethical commitment not 
Date + July 8, 1999 FAX 509.~5d116 release results in a way that any individual's responses can be identified as 
Inside address + L. T .  Hansen eir own. Inasmuch as an identification system is normally used to allow 

2121 Lincoln Way East 
Uniontown. WA 99962-2056 es to be deleted from the mailing list, it is important to explain 

commitment as one of protecting confidentiality rather than guarantee- 
The request + I am wnting to ask your help in a study of new residents being conducted for the state of 

Washington. This study IS part of an effon to learn what draws people to the state, and anonymity. Ody  when the sponsor cannot identify each person's re- 
whether they are happy or unhappy with what they find here. sponse, even momentarily, is it appropriate to promise that a response is 

Why you were + It's my understanding that you may have moved to Washington state sometime in the last 
selected few years. We are contacting a random sample of new residents from every county in the Most organizations that routinely do surveys now have human subjects 

state to ask why they moved, what their employment experience has been, and whether 
servlces are meeting their needs. ection boards that review survey proposals. These boards often require 

Usefulness of + Results from the survey will be used to help state and local government make Washington 
r specify the exact way in which confidentiality will be pro- 

survey a better place for new residents like you. BY understanding what people want when they and how any identifiers will be destroyed, and sometimes fol- 
move here, public officials can do a better job providing services and improving the state' 
quality of life. And by knowing more about the job skills of new residents, public 

ow up to make sure that this is done. 
agencies and private businesses can help make the most of what new residents contribute ars the improved technological capabilities for building and an- 
to the state's economy. ge data files has led to some surveys in which the sponsor wishes 

Con@entin& + Your answers are completely confidential and will be released only as summaries i the results of a survey to other files containing information on that 
r example, in an opinion survey of people who have stayed in a 

tel, the sponsor might wish to connect these opinions to how many nights 
e respondent has stayed during the last year, and even send incentives for 

in the enclosed stamped envelope. ture stays based on the results of such an analysis. Such a use would not be 

Token of + We have enclosed a small token of appreciation as a way of saying thanks for your help. he promise of confidentiality that indicates answers are not 
apprecidion ny way to a respondent's name. 

~ i ~ i n g n e s s  to - ~f YOU have any questions or comments about this study, we would be happy to talk with Sometimes there are very good reasons for connecting results from a new 
answer questions you. Our toll-free number is 1-800-833-0867, or you can write to us at the address on the swers to a previous survey. One example is a panel study that 

letterhead. measure individual change from an earlier survey. In such 
 hank-you - n a n k  YOU very much for helping with this imponant study. it should be explained that a connection is being made with the previ- 

Sincerely, ata respondents provided; for example: 

Redsignature + 

Don A. Dillman confidential. Although a comparison will be made 
Professor and Deputy Director ovide to this survey and the one you kindly com- 
P.S. If by some chance we made a mistake and you have not moved to Washington (or will only be released as summaries in a way that no 

back to Washington after living somewhere else) since January 1990, please answe individual's answers to either survey can be identified. 
only the first question in the ques t io~a i re  and return the rest of it blank. Many 
thanks. 

y goal in explaining confidentiality is to be honest but brief. Research by 
rn, and Miller (1995) has suggested that detailed explanations 

nfidentiality can discourage people from responding. Providing a long 
ily detailed explanation, even when the data being collected 

nonthreatening, raises concerns that "There must be a problem or 
ldn't be telling me all of this stuff about protection." Also, such de- 
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tailed explanations may turn a simple one-page letter into a treatise that is faced with a survey of several thousand, it may not be a realistic altema- 
several pages long. For this reason a two-pronged approach is used to protect tive. Personalization has many aspects, including use of individual names and 
and convey confidentiality information to respondents. It consists of approval letterhead rather than copied stationery, that may compensate to some extent 
by organizational human subjects boards of detailed procedures that are for being unable to apply real signatures. In general, I expect to achieve a col- 
made available upon request to anyone who wishes to see them, and a much lective impact of five to eight percentage points from the use of personaliza- 
less detailed but accurate description of procedures to potential respondents. tion elements and I do not know how much a real versus facsimile signature, 

by itself, contributes to the final response rate. Nonetheless, to the extent pos- 
Voluntary participation. It appears that most human subjects boards now re- sible, each letter is an individual appeal to each respondent, much like a voice 
quire that questionnaire recipients be informed when a survey is voluntary. It on the telephone, so that the letter should be individually signed whenever 
is useful to connect this phrase with instructions on what to do if the respon- 
dent does not wish to respond, for instance, "Please let us know by returning 
the uncompleted questionnaire." Obtaining a "positive action" from nonre- Addition ofa  postscript. Postscripts are one of the most visible aspects of a let- 

spondents makes it possible to remove their names from the follow-up mail ter, often getting read before the remainder of the message. It is an appropri- 

ing list. Use of this procedure in many surveys has resulted in relatively f ate place to express "thanks again," to mention the inclusion of the token 

additional refusals (typically one to three percent of the mailing), and it incentive, or as done in Figure 4.2, to recogmze that a mistake may have been 

doubtful that many of these individuals would have responded to foll made on eligibility for the study and tell people what to do (e.g., retum the un- 

In many instances the information about being voluntary can be completed questionnaire along with a brief explanation). However one 

the same paragraph as encouragement to respond (see Figure 4.2). chooses to use the potential for a postscript, the high likelihood of its being 
read should be recogruzed. 

Enclosures ofstamped return envelope and token ofappreciation. These elements 
of the mailout package are easily seen by the respondent. A detailed explana- Identification of each questionnaire. Each questionnaire has an individual iden- 

tion is not required for them to be effective. For these reasons, mention of tification number that is printed directly on the questionnaire by mnning it 

them is relegated to the latter part of a paragraph and expressed in a casual through an envelope address printer. Alternatively it may be printed on a 

way. However, they are mentioned for the benefit of anyone who reads the let- transparent label that can be affixed to the questionnaire. This is done so that 

ter without other elements of the mailing package being present. Mention of follow-up mailings, an essential aspect of Tailored Design, can be sent only to 

the token of appreciation provides another way of saying thank you in ad- non-respondents (with the exception of returns that cross with the follow-up 

vance of the person's response. in the mail) and not create inconvenience or confusion for those who 
already responded. A number is stamped, or simply printed, in plain 

W h o  to contact wi th  questions. Offering to answer questions and providing a nt or back cover of the questionnaire. Attempting to hide the 
toll-free number for people to call conveys the idea of accessibility. If people ing it in small type on an inside page, or embedding it into 
want to know something about the study they can find it out. This informa- ight be referred to as a form, approval, or processing num- 
tion helps convey trust that the survey is legitimate and important. It is an es- , "Approved Form 91854") is inconsistent with the image of making 
sential component of a good cover letter. st effort to communicate openly with questionnaire recipients. 

A real signature in  contrasting ink. A letter of request for help to a business ac ave heard of attempts to hide identification numbers by us- 

quaintance would definitely include a personal signature. An attemp invisible ink that will show up only under an ultraviolet or other special 

to emulate that appearance on all requests to questionnaire recipie t. Such procedures are unethical and should not be used. Moreover, in- 

description of the Total Design Method, this process was referre orming respondents of the presence of an identification number seems not to 

ing a "pressed blue ball-point pen signature." It was also recomm e a serious negative effect on response rates, especially when compared to 

the letter be signed on a soft surface in order that the recipient co being able to use the tailored follow-up that it facilitates. Respondents 

a real signature had been applied. etimes tear off identification numbers, a fact that encourages us to place 

A substitute for this signature is to preprint the signature in a m in the comer of questionnaires where their removal does not eliminate 

that contrasts with the black type. A signature stamp can also be applied ns. This action will result in the sending of reminders to 

dividually to letters or a signature machine can be used. When do who have responded, but such follow-up seems unlikely to come as a 

of a few hundred recipients, applying real signatures may be ea e to the respondent who has removed the number. 



Figure 4.3 Example of separate return postcard used to facilitate anonymous 
return of questionnaires. 

Identification number: 

Purpose: This postcard is being returned to let you know that my 
questionnaire has been returned in a separate envelope. 

Name: 

Appreciation: 

Your name (please print) 

I Thank you very much for your help with this important study. 1 

The Social & Economic Sciences Research Center at Washington 
State University 

Sometimes the data obtained by mail questionnaires is considered so sen- 
sitive that the sponsor wishes not to be able to identify responses with an in- 
dividual, even momentarily, while deleting the name from the mailing list. 
This might occur for questionnaires associated with litigation, or simply be- 
cause of information being asked about sexual behavior or drug use, which a 
respondent might be reluctant to divulge. In this case one might consider 
sending a stamped, self-addressed postcard that the respondent can send 
back separately from the questionnaire to indicate that it has been returned 
(Figure 4.3). A message can be included in the cover letter along these lines: 

All answers to this questionnaire are completely anonymous. There is no identi- 
fication number of any kind on the questionnaire. However, to let us know that 
your questionnaire has been returned, please sign and return the enclosed post- 
card separately in the mail so we can check your name off of the mailing list. That 
way no reminder questionnaire will be sent to you. 

The essential elements for this postcard are a reference to the topic of the 
study, a respondent identification number, and the person's name or signa- 
ture. The frequent illegibility of names or signatures prevents their use as the 
sole means of identification. 

Sending such a postcard is more costly than using an identification num- 
ber on the questionnaire, and results in a more complex mailing. When used 
for the collection of ordinary questionnaire information, too great an empha- 
sis on protection may raise a false sense of concern to respondents that they 
are being "tricked" in some way, and thereby discourage response. In the few 
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instances in which I have used this procedure, the number of postcards re- 
turned has corresponded closely with the number of questionnaires sent 
back. Just as in the case of cashing incentive checks, where most but by no 
means all of the respondents cash their checks, I suspect that correspondence 
between returning a postcard and a questionnaire is good but not perfect. 

Inclusion of tokenfinancial incentive. Perhaps no other aspect of doing surveys 
by mail has attracted as much interest or controversy as providing special in- 
centives to encourage response. It is also an area that has received much re- 
search attention. Some organizations would not think of conducting a mail 
survey without providing an incentive, whereas others object to their use as a 
matter of policy. 

Neither the extent of interest nor the degree of controversy is surprising. 
Second to multiple contacts, no response-inducing technique is as likely to 
improve mail response rates as much as the appropriate use of financial in- 
centives. However, widely different views exist, as evidenced by prevailing 
practices with regard to the types, amounts, timing, methods of delivery, and 
implications of their use. Each of these issues is addressed separately below. 

Should the incentive be sent with the questionnaire or as payment afterwards? On 
this issue the evidence is particularly clear. Token financial incentives of a few 
dollars included with the request have been shown to be significantly more ef- 
fective than much larger payments sent to respondents who have returned 
their questionnaires. For example, James and Bolstein (1992), in a study of 
small contractors (in many cases one-person firms) found that only 57% re- 
sponded to a survey in which they were promised $50 afterwards, compared 
to 64% who had been sent a one-dollar bill with the questionnaire, and 71% 
who had been sent a five-dollar bill. Johnson and McLaughlin (1990) reported 
that sending a five-dollar bill to a large sample of individuals resulted in an 
83% response compared with only 72% who were promised a 10 dollar pay- 
ment after the questionnaire was returned, which was about the same as for 
those who received no incentive. It is noteworthy that the response effect 
measured by both of these authors was with a four-contact implementation 
strategy using personalized mailings, so that the high response rates achieved 
were on top of the effects achieved through other means. However, a benefit 
of sending a payment afterwards is that people may provide more complete 
answers, that is, lower item nonresponse, an effect observed by Johnson and 
McLaughlin (1990). However, the difference they observed was judged rela- 
tively minor compared to the 10% increase in response from the smaller pre- 
paid incentive. Thus, I find the case for favoring postpayment rather than 
prepayment of incentives weak at best. These results are supported by a re- 
cent meta-analysis of 38 experimental studies by Church (1993), who reported 
no statistically significant effect from rewards that were contingent upon the 
return of the survey. 



These results are also quite consistent with the social exchange theory ex- 
plained in Chapter 1. Sending the money with the questionnaire is a goodwill 
gesture that puts the sponsor and questionnaire in a positive light and sets the 
stage for the respondent to reciprocate with an appropriate gesture of com- 
pleting the questionnaire. Its strength is that the request is not presented to re- 
spondents as an economic exchange: "If you complete this questionnaire I 
will pay you for it." Individuals are acculturated to evaluate such offers with 
regard to whether the amount offered is worth the effort that is required. Of- 
fering payment contingent upon completion not only introduces considera- 
tion of the value of one's time, but also undermines the entire calculus of social 
exchange that I am attempting to achieve. 

How large a cash incentive is needed? Although the literature is full of examples 
of coins, handling coinage is difficult and the tradeoff with higher postage 
costs is sigruficant. Thus, I consider one dollar the smallest practical amount to 
send. Support exists for somewhat larger amounts being more effective, but 
there clearly are diminishing returns, with far more of an increase coming from 
the first dollar than from five or ten times that amount. For example, James and 
Bolstein (1992) reported a 12 percentage point increase (52% to 64%) from one 
dollar versus no cash incentive, and only an additional two to seven percent- 
age point increase for five- and 10-dollar incentives, with the lower increase 
coming from the 10-dollar incentive. With several colleagues, I have run five 
separate tests of a two-dollar incentive which showed that response to a four- 
wave personalized mailing was improved an additional 19 to 31 percentage 
points (Lesser, Dillman, Lorenz, Carlson, and Brown, 1999). This research also 
suggests that the two-dollar incentive was equally effective regardless of 
whether sent by cash or by check, or as one- or two-dollar bills. This modest 
prepaid incentive has proved to be strikingly powerful. 

Should tokenfinancial incentives be sent as cash or a check? Checks work about 
as well as sending cash, at least for amounts of five dollars or over (Tortora et 
al., 1992), a conclusion recently supported by Lesser et al. (1999). Small checks 
may be seen as somewhat of a nuisance, but may still have a significant effect 
on response rates. In addition, many people do not cash checks. Both Lesser 
et al. (1999) and James and Bolstein (1992) found that less than 30% of the non- 
respondents cashed their checks, whereas about 80% of the respondents did 
so. Thus, it would appear that money could be saved by sending checks, and 
that the organizational challenges of handling cash, including that returned 
in undeliverable mail, can be avoided. 

However, the advantage to checks may be less than it appears. Checks have 
to be written and matched with appropriate envelopes, with corresponding 
paperwork completed. When checks do not get cashed, and many will not, 
then they must be carried on the organization's books for a period of time. I 
once recommended to a large government agency that it use checks for five- 
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ollar incentives because I did not think the handling of cash would be ap- 
Thus, I was surprised when the head of the accounting division ap- 
d me with a plea to use cash. He indicated that the costs to the 

rganization for writing and handling checks would greatly exceed the total 
ost of the incentive, and he wanted to avoid the prospect of hundreds of un- 
ancelled checks. 

ill material incentives work as well? The above mentioned meta-analysis by 
urch (1993) also found that material incentives improved response rates by 
ht percent compared with 19% for token financial incentives. It is note- 
rthy that eight of the 12 studies Church analyzed included a ball-point pen 
pencil as an incentive (Church, personal communication, April 12, 1993). 

owever, the average response of studies with the material incentives was 
nly37% (compared to 28% without). Thus, the use and effects appear to have 
een measured mostly in situations where multiple contacts and other re- 
onse-inducing procedures were not used. However, a more recent five-con- 

survey (four by mail and a final follow-up by telephone) of people 
wed driver's licenses in Washington state to assess customer satis- 

ction produced an eight percentage point advantage (67% versus 59%) for 
se who received a very inexpensive purple ball-point pen with the words 
epartrnent of Licensing" on it (Boynton, 1995). 
The frequent use of ball-point pens as material incentives raises questions 

t the extent to which packaging might have contributed to response. The 
y nature of pens generally draws attention to mail packaging. A larger en- 

and hand cancellation may be needed. For example, the pen sent by 
n (1995) was enclosed in a soft pack mailer that made it distinctively 

ferent from the other treatment, which was sent in regular business letter 
lopes. Patchen, Woodard, Caralley, and Hess (1994) found in a study of 

lo listener diaries that sending the diaries in a box about the same size and 
ape as that used for holding a half-pound, one-layer box of chocolates im- 

roved response rates significantly-from 38 to 42%, or nearly four percent- 
points. It is possible that ball-point pen incentives receive a boost in 
ctiveness from the unusual packaging required for sending them, an ef- 
that increases the salience of the mailing quite apart from the fact that a 

aterial incentive is being sent. 
It appears that material incentives, and ball-point pens in particular, may 
odestly improve response rates. However, the likely improvement is far less 

than one would expect with a financial incentive of comparable value. 

o lotteries, contributions to charity, or ofers of prizes improve response? Chances 
winaprize ranging from cash to airline tickets are frequently offered in sur- 

veys. It appears that these offers have a relatively small, if any effect on re- 
sponse. A comparison by Carlson (1996) of a two-dollar bill, a chance to win 
$300, and no incentive in a survey of new residents of Idaho resulted in a re- 
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sponse rate of 54% for the control group compared to 58% for the lottery an ome increasingly difficult and more costly to utilize these unusual sizes. 
73% when the two-dollar bill was sent. Another study that compared lotter- printing industry is now capable of accomplishing amazing variations in 
ies, cash, and contributions to charities showed that only prepaid cash incen ting. In addition, technological innovations have made it possible for 
tives made a difference in response rates (Warriner, Goyder, Gjertsen, Hohne copy centers and many individual offices to produce questionnaires 

and McSpurren, 1996). Even if prizes or lotteries can boost response a sm etters in ways not possible at the time that book was written. 

amount, the effect, when compared to sending a token cash incentive, is qu However, from a cost standpoint, the use of a standard stationery size is fa- 

small. ed. In addition, it appears that the advent of optical scanning (discussed in 
A reason that prize offers or contributions to charity seem to have so littl ter 12) is also pushing us in the direction of using standard 81// x 11" 

effect on response rates is that unlike prepaid incentives, the meaning o nnaires. Finally, I am influenced by the findings of Patchen et al. (1994) 

promised incentive shifts from a social gesture that elicits the feeling that o usual packaging may draw attention to one's mailing rather than caus- 

needs to reciprocate to an indirect payment for services rendered. Neither to be dismissed. 

these offers invokes feelings of a need to reciprocate for a previously ma erhead stationery is important, partly because of its integral connec- 

gesture of goodwill, as does a  repaid incentive. personalization efforts. For mailout envelopes, regular business en- 
lopes (4'14" x 9'12") are recommended but there is no reason to avoid larger 

Is it worthwhile to repeat the incentive when a replacement questionnaire is sent? elopes where warranted by the size of the questionnaire, such as a ques- 
have seen no evidence that repeating incentives of any kind, whether cash aire that is printed as an 8'12" x 11" booklet. 
offers of prizes in later mailings, is effective. This is not surprising and is co e computer age has placed address labels in more favorable light than in 
sistent with the perspective that each contact with respondents should past. They no longer convey a lack of personalized attention to the respon- 
pear different, rather than simply repeating a previous one. t, unless last names are printed first or address file information is included. 

In sum. A very strong case can be made for the use of a modest cash inc a friend with a new computer explained, "I even put labels on the letters 

tive. Its impact on response is likely to be stronger than any other stimulus e t to my children; I don't know how to print directly onto the envelope." 

cept for multiple contacts with respondents. A less compelling case can en designing the mailout package there are a number of things that 

made for the use of material incentives whose impact will be much less, Id be avoided. This is not the place for a special stamp saying, "Important 

curiously may be associated most with carefully packaged ball-point pen Is are included," or "Your personal response is required." Neither is it 

However, unless one obtains the pens free, it seems likely that sending a tw able to use brightly colored envelopes that convey a marketing image 

dollar incentive, like the one discussed here, will be less costly.  ina all^ it e, 1997). A careful look at the many mass mailings received by the aver- 
much more difficult to make a case for sending postpayments of any kind, in ousehold in a day helps to identify many things not to do. The desired 

cluding lotteries and prizes. wish to convey is that an important request from someone has been 
the respondent. It is important that the packaging on the outside as 

Stationery, Envelopes, And Other Packaging Decisions as what is seen when one opens the envelope not convey an image of hav- 

The originalT~tal DesignMethod included many detailed recommendations een mailed in bulk. Portrayal of t h s  image of importance continues with 

packaging and mailing the questionnaire. For example, 1 recommended next topic, postage. 

somewhat reduced "monarch" size (7%" x 10'lr") paper and envelopes to 
courage a sense of the questionnaire being smaller and therefore easier to fill importance offirst-class postage and how to apply it. It is tempting to save 

Printing of the questionnaire in a smaller booklet size (6%" x B1I4'7 than tha oney by sending mail questionnaires by third class or bulk rate mail. The 

lowed by folding standard legal size paper into a booklet (8'12" x 7") fit nic rent cost is significantly less, especially for larger mailings-about 30 cents 

these smaller envelopes and produced occasional savings in postage. UP to 3.3 ounces versus 33 cents per ounce for first-class mail. However, 
and addresses were typed directly onto envelopes rather than onto labe advantage is offset by several disadvantages. 

It appears that no experiments have shown a significant improvement in There are three reasons that bulk rate mail is avoided. First, its use requires 

response from the use of these smaller sizes. One large scale experiment ulk rate insignia or stamp on the outside of the envelope which is inconsis- 
(Moore, 1980) showed that using large standard brown envelopes with a twith the image of importance that is being sought. Second, bulk rate mail 

study logo printed on the outside produce a slightly higher (although not sig- vered at a lower priority than first-class mail and can be held temporar- 

nificantly different) response than did standard TDM ~ackaging. A~SO, it has each of the distribution centers through which it passes. When mail 
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quantities are light, there may be no delay and we know of instances in whic When sending any large mailing it is useful to obtain information on cur- 
bulk mail deliveries have arrived the same time as first-class mail. In ot postal procedures. The introduction of automatic scanning and sorting 
stances, when large quantities of first-class mail must be delivered, de pment means that certain areas on the envelope are specified for postal 
up to two weeks have been observed in cross-country deliveries. Such dela se only. The use of capitals and the absence of punctuation (e.g., PULLMAN 
sometimes result in prenotices or reminder postcards being delivered out 9164-4014 instead of Pullman, Washington 99164), locating that infor- 
order with the actual questionnaire, a situation that contributes to the surve within a specified space near the bottom of the envelope, and not 
being defined as unimportant. The third drawback is that third-class mail i lacing any other information to the left of the address help the equipment 
not forwarded automatically to a new address, as is the case for first-clas rocess mail correctly. 

mail. Also, unless return postage is guaranteed, it is not returned to the sende 
if it cannot be delivered. e of a stamped return envelope. Just as one may be tempted to use bulk rate 

It is my impression that the U.S. Postal Service does an excellent job of han tgoing mail, one may be similarly tempted to save money by using business 

dling mail. However, it must be remembered that it is also a huge organiza- lopes. Such envelopes are processed by the U.S. Postal Service for a 
tion with an enormous number of processing and distribution points. annual charge for the permit necessary to use this service, and postage 

addition, the quantity of mail it is asked to process on a daily basis vari paid only for envelopes that are returned. 

greatly. If mistakes are made they seem most likely to happen at peak lo As already noted, evidence exists showing that by using a stamped enve- 

times, or when it is asked to perform extra services that are somewhat pe, response rates can be improved several percentage points over those 

usual, such as forwarding or returning bulk rate mail. With bulk rate mail, chieved by sending a business reply envelope (Armstrong and Luske, 1987). 

personal effort seems likely to be made by carriers to assure delivery; for esponses also tend to come in more quickly sometimes providing an ad- 

stance, they may be less likely to correct a small address mistake. Althou antage of five to seven percentage points prior to sending a replacement 

bulk rate mail can produce cost savings, it may produce coverage proble uestionnaire. Even a large experiment on households that received test U.S. 

that cannot be corrected. Finally, the initial negative impression on the re- ensus questionnaires revealed an improvement of two to three percentage 

spondent and the occasional frustration of getting a reminder to return a que oints compared to being sent a business reply envelope, a difference that was 

tionnaire one has not received lead me to conclude that bulk rate mail shod the cusp of statistical significance (Dillman, Clark, and Sinclair, 1995). 

not be used for mail surveys. When an uncancelled postage stamp is placed on a return envelope, some- 

Either stamps or metered postage may be used for outgoing mail. There a g of monetary value has been given to the respondent. Thus, in an ex- 

pears to be no experimental evidence that the use of actual stamps on the o ange context it is likely to be seen as a positive and helpful gesture that will 

going envelope produces higher response rates, and at least one experim elp the sender to be viewed positively by the recipient. It also encourages 

showed no effect (Dillman, 1978). Most of the important mail that now arriv t that the questionnaire is important, perhaps encouraging the respon- 

in people's homes has been processed through a postage meter. Use of to h k ,  "Why else would this person have sent a stamped envelope that 

postage meter for outgoing mail has the advantage of being faster than a an use for something else?" In addition, it is culturally difficult for many 

plying stamps, and some meters can seal the envelope at the same time. ople to throw away something that has any monetary value. As a result, the 

important function of the envelope appearance is to get it opened, and the closure of a stamped reply envelope seems likely to encourage its being 

that it is first-class mail is usually sufficient. Use of the carefully timed preno- tin the household or office until the thank you postcard comes. Although 

tice and postcard reminder help get the envelope opened, as well. magnitude of expected effect is small compared to multiple contacts and 

First-class mail is automatically forwarded if the addressee has a current en financial incentives, it will nonetheless provide an additional contribu- 

(less than 90 days old) forwarding address on file with the U.S. Postal Servic n to overall response. 

It is also possible to print or stamp "address correction requested" or "f ccasionally in surveys that go to business employees, users of the TDM 

warding service requested" on the envelope and the new address will be p objected to the use of stamped envelopes, and even business reply en- 

vided to the sender for up to one year after it has expired. In some stud es, on the basis that outgoing postage is essentially free to the respon- 

address corrections are useful for determining whether people drawn in . Such an interpretation places the stamp in an economic rather than 

sample are still in the population to be surveyed. The new address can also be cia1 framework, much like the argument that incentives should be paid af- 

used to update sample lists and to remail questionnaires that were returne e return of a questionnaire. It is the immediate effect on the recipient's 

because of the expired forwarding address. set and behavior that is important when enclosing these items of small 
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but real monetary value. Even when surveying organization executives, w together from the envelope. When the packet is unfolded the respon- 

use return envelopes with real stamps. simultaneously see the letter personally addressed to them, the ques- 
centive, and the reply envelope. This is the desired effect. 

Assembling and inserting the mailout package. The final step of p Z-fold, whereby the bottom one-third of the cover 
questionnaire mailout is to assemble and insert the four component ds over the middle one-third, and the top one-third is 

tionnaire, cover letter, token incentive, and return envelope-into the enve- ckwards, so a Z-shape is formed by the paper. Placing the question- 

lope. Often the planning of this step is ignored, leaving it up to the ~ersonnel other material behmd the top one-third means that they must come 

who do it to find the most efficient way. That should not be done. the cover letter, provided the packet is inserted with the 

Two things need to happen when the respondent opens the mailout enve- e cover letter touching the bottom of the envelope. 

lope. All four enclosures need to come out of the envelope at once. In addition 2N x 11" questionnaire stapled in the upper left comer and printed 

the appealing aspect of each element needs to be immediately visible. ~ e i t h e  at discussed in Chapter 3 can be similarly folded. 

of these details should be left to chance. wever, when initially folded for insertion, it should be done in accordion 

In cognitive interviews designed to test mailout packages, it has been t the top of the front page displaying any masthead 

served repeatedly that one or more components get left in a mailout enve on the top of the fold, and underneath the token incentive, before be- 
when the other components are removed (Dillman, Jackson, Pavlov, ed inside the cover letter for insertion into the envelope. 
Schaefer, 1998). The questionnaire typically gets removed because o e being used for 8'12" x 11" booklets or U.S. Postal 

If the cover letter is left in the envelope, as is often the case, resp es, the chance of something getting left in the 
no explanation of why the questionnaire has been sent or what the reater. Such packaging is necessary when the ques- 

posed to do with it. This separation of components happens more often aire has too many pages to allow folding. In these instances we are likely 

one might expect as a result of the desire to be as efficient as ~ossibl se stickers to attach the token incentives to the cover letter or first page of 

sembling the mailout. Typically components are folded (if necessary) e questionnaire. Attaching the mailout components together with a metal 

vidually and placed on top of one another before inserting. As a result, i lip is usually not done because of potential envelope tears from postal pro- 

easy for something to get left in the envelope and even be discarded bef 
anyone realizes the mistake. important quality control issue surfaces during the folding and inser- 

Fear of something getting lost has led to solutions that may co process. The use of a questionnaire with an identification number means 
problem. One surveyor decided to insert a two-dollar bill into the reply e erson whose name is on the personalized letter. 
lope, reasoning that respondents would see it when inserting their comple the handling of cash (or checks written to individuals) requires that 

questionnaires. This unfortunate decision did not take into account the right elements get into every mailout in order for the implementa- 

portance of the respondent being able to see the token incentive immedia not a process that can be delegated to an organi- 
when opening the envelope. Another decided to hide it inside the pages of gotten. Like the rest of Tailored Design, it requires 

booklet questionnaire where, again, it would not be immediate1 
Depending upon the size and shape of enclosures, somewhat differen en one is faced with the prospect of assembling thousands of mailouts, 

tions are needed to avoid these problems. First, if one is using an 8'12" x 7" er than hundreds, or when one has access to machine assembly, it is tempt- 

let questionnaire (the folded legal size paper method described in Chapte ove methods in favor of separately folding and inserting 

with a standard 8'12" x 11" cover letter and a 9'12" x 43/s" business envelope, the different mechanical processes and urge that 
lowing procedure is recommended. Fold the questionnaire vertically with em study prototype results carefully, to control as 
front cover on the outside of the fold. Insert the two-dollar bill on t ether and how respondents will be exposed to the results. 

folded questionnaire and place the stamped reply envelope undernea g the right components in every mailout package 

lay all three components on the middle third of the face-up cover letter. mined before committing to their use. 

tom third of the cover letter is then folded up and over these three camp ting The Mailout Date 
and the process is completed by folding the top third of the cover letter 
The entire set of materials can then be ~icked up easily and inserte e is often devoted to picking the perfect mailout date for 
mailout envelope. The advantage of this type of fold is that all materials must uestionnaire or follow-ups. For the most part, this does not seem to be time 
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well spent. A well designed mailout procedure is going to utilize at least fo ant difference in return rates. In national surveys it becomes quite diffi- 
contacts, and there is little concrete evidence that time of year or day of wee to assure delivery on a particular day. Thus, a similar logic is applied to 
have sipficant effects on response. For example, a series of tests of simil lding the day after a holiday or other times when the U.S. Postal Service is 
census questionnaires were conducted in spring, summer, and fall, with ely to be the busiest. Again, it is important to keep perspective on the no- 
tually the same response rates obtained in each of them (Dillman, Clark an n that a well designed mailout strategy attempts many times, in several 
Treat, 1994). Even if an ideal time of year existed, it is often impossible tow s, to get a questionnaire into the household or business and have it at- 
for it. The cadence of society has changed significantly so that August is n ed to by the respondent. In light of these more intense efforts, the day of 
necessarily a vacation month for most people. Moreover, even if it were, week for mailings becomes a minor issue, influenced most by knowledge 
multiple contact implementation strategy is likely to overlap part of the tim ut the behavior of homogeneous populations and postal considerations. 

the questionnaire recipient is available. 
When selecting mailing times, it is useful to focus first on known chara 

teristics of the specific population and on study objectives. In a surve 
SIGNING ADDITIONAL CONTACTS 

farmers, periods of planting and harvest should be avoided, which in n out follow-up contacts, response rates will usually be 20-40 percentage 

em climates almost always means not doing such surveys in the spring or s lower than those normally attained, regardless of how interesting the 

I would generally attempt to do a survey of grade school parents durin stionnaire or impressive the mailout package. This fact makes a carefully 

school year rather than the summer, because such a survey is more likely llow-up sequence imperative. However, a well planned follow-up 

salient to the parents at that time. In addition, during the school year stude ore than a reminder service. Each mailing provides a fresh opportunity 

and parents are not mentally changing to a new grade level, as typically h the researcher to appeal for the return of a questionnaire using a slightly 

pens over summer. For targeting homogeneous groups such as these, chang- ew approach. The follow-up procedures include three carefully timed mail- 
ing salience and likelihood of being available are prime considerations of which differs substantially from the others. 

something which cannot usually be identified for the general population. ow-up procedures used with Tailored Design are aimed at paral- 

If there is a time of year that appears most conducive to getting surve uccessful face-to-face interviewers go about persuading prospec- 

filled out, it would seem likely to be January-March. It has been suggested e respondents to be interviewed. Ordinarily, interviewers introduce 

me that people are more likely to fill out mail-back diary surveys at this tim emselves, briefly describe the reason for being there, and politely ask for 

This may result from people watching or listening to more media at that nnission to begin the interview, all of which may take as little as a minute 

and the questionnaires having higher salience as a result, or it may be sim two. If the respondent agrees, the interviewer's attempts to persuade cease 

that because of the weather there is less that one can do outside the hom d most of the arguments that could have been employed will go unused. 

Many years ago I was surprised by a report of a long questionnaire m ing the entire sales pitch to someone who is unlocking their screen door is 

only once to new residents of Alaska that obtained a response rate of only unnecessary, but can make an  otherwise receptive person hostile. If, 

60% (Rao, 1974). The author reported that the response had also come in ove n the other hand, the prospect hesitates or says no, the interviewer will likely 

a particularly long period of time, rather than showing the immediate burs more information about the study, offer more reasons why it is important, 

of response and decline that was familiar to me. In response to my inquiry a emphasize why that particular respondent is essential to the study's suc- 

to why it was explained that long winters, and in this case infrequent trips t ess. When difficulties are encountered most interviewers attempt to react to 

the post office, meant that mail was a lot more likely to get read and acte e concerns they detect in the respondent's behavior. Various arguments are 

upon. ed until one is found that seems to work. In the decisive moments that de- 
I have also found it useful to avoid certain holiday periods, especially b whether the result will be reluctant acquiescence or total refusal, the 

tween Thanksgiving and Christmas. To some extent it can be argued th nge may become emotionally charged. Finally, in a last ditch effort to 

people are busier and more likely to be away from home. But it is also a a near certain refusal into a completed interview, interviewers may 

ent that the volume of holiday mail creates special problems for the roach the limits of allowable behavior, perhaps disassociating themselves 

Service and the chances of delivery mistakes seem higher when v omewhat from the sponsors of the study and asking for a personal favor that 

the greatest. Thus, the high volume time of year that Christmas presents tot ill "help me to get paid." In short, the interviewer's attempts at persuasion 

Postal Service should be avoided when possible. e sometimes minimal and sometimes great, often building to a crucial and 

1 have seen no convincing evidence that the day of the week makes a si ecisive conclusion. 
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The design of follow-ups seeks to emulate certain (but not all) aspects umber of postmarked returns declines, sharply at first and then 
the successful face-to-face interviewer's behavior. Specifically 
mailing differs somewhat from the one that preceded it as attempts are m The inevitably high nonresponse to any mailing is probably due less to con- 
to invoke new and more persuasive appeals. Further, the appeals are sals than to either unrealized good intentions or the lack of any re- 
signed to crescendo, with later follow-ups presenting stronger . A questionnaire that is well constructed and accompanied by a 
persuasion than preceding ones. The obvious difficulty that distinguishe ly composed cover letter is often laid aside with the vague intention of 
situation of the face-to-face interviewer from that of the mail rese g at it later. As each day passes without the questionnaire being looked 
the latter has little or no feedback from respondents. This lack 0 it becomes a lower priority, until it is completely forgotten, lost, or thrown 
other than the knowledge that a previous message did not get the 
sponse, makes it impossible to vary the appeal to hit the majo Thus, the postcard follow-up is written not to overcome resistance but 
each respondent. At best, the researcher can only guess at the predom her to jog memories and rearrange priorities. It is timed to arrive just after 
reasons for nonresponse and incorporate appeals to overcome them into original mailing has produced its major effect, but before each person's 
follow-up contact. re has had time to be buried under more recent mail or thrown 

The realization that every respondent must be appealed to aJ'. One week is an appropriate interval of time for making an appeal that, 
leads to our use of a relatively "reserved" approach through orded, conveys a sense of importance. At the same time, it does 
emotionally intense arguments may sometimes produce results, this a ot sound impatient or unreasonable. 
poach  would appear reckless and offensive when handled over a period The choice of a postcard format over a letter is deliberate. It should contrast 
weeks, rather than in a few short and easily forgotten moment with the prenotice letter, given that repeated stimuli have less effect than new 
doorstep. Therefore, attempts to increase the intensity of the appeals she ones. A letter format was used for the preletter because it took longer for cog- 
escalate only to a level that is not threatening and that clearly stays within ing by the respondent, and thus had a greater likelihood of be- 
bounds of normal business practice when a voluntary yet important matter 0 g stored in long-term memory and recalled when the questionnaire arrived. 
business is pursued. In contrast, the function of a postcard is simply to jog one's memory. The post- 

The three additional contacts that comprise the complete follow-up se card can be quickly turned over and read, rather than lying unopened with 
quence are listed here, identified by the approximate number of weeks tha the rest of one's mail. 

elapsed after the prenotice letter. The precise wording of the card reflects still another concern. The first lines 
TWO weeks: A postcard thank you/reminder is sent to all simply state that a questionnaire was sent to the respondent the previous 

serves both as a thank you for those who have responded and as a friendly and week and why (Figure 4.4). This may appear to be a waste of precious space. 
courteous reminder for those who have not. However, for some respondents this is the first time they learn that a ques- 

Four weeks: A letter and replacement questionnaire are sent only to n o n e  tiormaire was sent to them. The reasons for the original questionnaire not 
spondents. Similar in appearance to the original mailout, it has a shorter cover reaching them extend well beyond getting lost in the mail. The previous 
letter that informs nonrespondents that their questionnaire has not been re- mailout is sometimes addressed incorrectly or is not forwarded, whereas for 
ceived and appeals for its return. someunexplained reason the postcard is. In still other cases, another member 

Eight weeks: This final contact is designed to contrast with the previous con- ofthe family opens the envelope containing the questionnaire and fails to give 
tacts, either through a different mode (e.g., telephone) or by being sent v ia~r i -  it to the desired respondent. Alternatively it may have been skipped over 
ority mail, special delivery or courier service to emphasize its importance. when the respondent was looking through the mail and not opened at all. 

Whatever the reason, telephone calls or letters are received advising the 
sender that the respondent would be willing to fill out a questionnaire if one 

THIRD CONTACT: THE POSTCARD THANK YOU/REMINDER were sent to them. 
M O S ~  people who answer questionnaires, particularly for general public sm- Undoubtedly most people who do not recall receiving a questionnaire will 
veys, will do so almost immediately after they receive them. A questionnaire not bother to ask for one. However, the knowledge that one was sent may 
that lies unanswered for a week or more is much less likely to be returned. ~ thu la t e  them to query other members of their family (or organization) and 
Repeated studies suggest that nearly half the return envelopes are Post- lead to its discovery. For others, the card may increase receptivity when a 
marked within two or three days after being received by respondents. After questionnaire finally does arrive in the mail, if it has been delayed for some 
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Figure 4.4 Example of postcard thank youlreminder (third contact). of the blanket mailing is that the postcards can be (and should be) printed 
addressed even before the first mailout and stored so that this work does 

July 15, 1999 ith the often confusing task of processing early returns. 
Last week a questionnaire seeking your opinions about moving to Washington state was mailed to you. The effect of the postcard reminder varies. h the original TDM, for which 
Your name was drawn randomly from a list of all new Washington state driver's license holders. was the second rather than the third contact, response increases of 15-25 
~f you have already completed and returned the questionnaire to us, please accept our sincere thanks. If btained in five general public surveys from the date 
not, please do so today. We are especially grateful for your help because it is only by aslung people like 
you to share your experiences that we can understand why people declde to move here, and the coming in as a result of the postcard effect (Dillman 
consequences of doing so. sponse rates prior to that time ranged from 19-27% in these 

If you did not receive a questionnaire, or if it was misplaced, please call us toll-free at 1-800-833-0867 and urveys, which were conducted in four states. However, many 
we ~ 1 1 1  get another one in the mail to you today. nal responses would have come in anyway. Higher initial re- 

ates are typically followed by higher response rates to the postcard. 

h eriment of the preletter-postcard reminder sequence 

Don A. Dillman, Professor and Deputy Director return envelope on a national test of census questionnaires 
Social & Econonuc Sciences Research Center ere informed in a letter that their response was required by 
Washington State University 
Pullman, WA 99164.4014 

showed that the postcard reminder added eight percentage points to the 
response rate, compared with six percentage points for a preletter when 

an, Clark, and Sinclair, 1995). The combination of preletter 
unknown reason. For those respondents who are fully aware of having re- ard added 13 percentage points, suggesting clearly that the effects 
ceived the questionnaire and still have it in their possession, the lead para- are additive. The use of all three elements added 14 percentage points. 
graph serves to remind them of it by coming quickly to the point. has confirmed the importance of having the format of 

The second paragraph of the card contains the crucial message that st with that of the prenotice (Ohm, personal communica- 
postcard is designed to convey. People who have already returned their que August 8,1998). In this experiment, very similar postcards were used for 
tionnaires are thanked and those who have not are asked to do so "tod renotice and reminder. Independently, each improved response rates, by 
time reference consistent with the importance one wants to convey. Ano ntage points for the prenotice postcard alone and seven percentage 
sentence follows that amplifies the message of how important each rec ints for the reminder postcard alone. In a treatment for which the prenotice 
is to the success of the study as described in the initial cover letter. ere both used, the response rate increased by seven 

The third and final paragraph is an invitation to call for a replacemen same as when the reminder was used alone (Ohm, 
tionnaire if one is needed. It is aimed at both those who did not receive ontrast sharply to the additive effect achieved in the ten- 

original questionnaire and those who discarded it. A routine statement of entioned above which relied on a prenotice letter and reminder 
preciation and the researcher's name, title, and signature complete the th stcard. These experiments provide additional evidence that contrasting 
you postcard message. better for response than are repeated stimuli. 

The respondent's name and address are individually printed on the 
side, exactly as was done for the envelope of the initial mailout. The nam 
not repeated on the message side because this would require a further red T REPLACEMENT QUESTIONNAIRE 

tion of the print used for the message and, if added mechanically, would between the content of the fourth contact and the 
hibit an awkward contrast. Figure 4.5). This letter has a tone of insistence that the 

The decision to send this postcard to all questionnaire recipients, whet tacts lack. Its strongest aspect is the first paragraph, in which re- 
they have responded or not, is a practical one. About one week after th nts are told that their completed questionnaire has not yet been received. 
mailing is when the maximum number of returns usually arrive. It is too is one of the strongest forms of personalization, communicating 
fusing to attempt to sort retums to save the minor postage costs of the c respondents that they are indeed receiving individual attention. It rein- 
Even in small surveys with a sample of a few hundred, there is usually orces messages contained in three previous contacts that the respondent is 
to wait until a significant number of retums are in before addressing portant to the success of the survey. 
card follow-up and still get it mailed on schedule. Another significan Most of this letter is devoted to a restatement of each respondent's impor- 
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the enclosed replacement questionnaire, the usual note of appreciation, 
d the now familiar blue ball-point pen signature. It is sent by first-class mail 
the same type of envelope used for the initial mailing. 
In developing the obviously stronger tone of this letter, it is important 

Washington State Uniwrsity r- nor undersell. It needs to show a greater intensity than pre- 
and tconarnlc sclencss Research cencer , but not be so strong that potential respondents become 

led. The letter appears sterner and a little more demanding when 

Date 4 I U I Y  29, 1999 ed in isolation than when read in the context of having already been 
a sigruficant contribution to an important study. If the study 

Inside address 4 L. T. Hansen 
2121 Lincoln Way East acked social importance or had a frivolous quality about it, the letter would 
Uniontown, WA 99962-2056 inappropriate to the respondent and could produce a negative 

~ ~ ~ , j b ~ ~ k :  +  bout three weeks ago I sent a questionnaire to you that asked about your 

not heardfrom you experiences of living in Washington state. To the best of our knowledge, it's notY is letter is not produced until questionnaires are returned 
been returned. 

previous mailings in considerable quantity. The lapse of time provides 
Others have + ne comments of people who have already responded include a wide variety of 

reasons for moving to (01 back to) Washington. Many have described their ortunity to gather feedback on problems encountered by re- 
experiences, both good and bad, in trying to find work. We think the results are very respondent who writes to ask a question, it is likely that 
going to be very useful to state leaders and others. more have a similar question but do not take time to write. Thus, a post- 

u s e ~ l n e r r  + We are writing again because of the importance that your questionnaire has for W-up letter is sometimes added in hopes of answering ques- 
your response helping to get accurate results. ~ l t h o u g h  we sent questionnaires to people living in 

every county in the state, it's only by hearing from nearly everyone in the sample ns that may have been suggested to the researcher by such feedback. The 
that we can be sure that the results are truly representative. stscript also suggests that the study is important by indicating that the re- 

you eligale?: + A few people have written to say that they should not have received the archer is examining early returns and trying to deal with respondent con- 
More feedback questionnaire because they no longer live in Washington or that they moved here 

before 1990. ~f either OF these concerns apply to you, please let us know on the 
cover of the questionnaire and return it in the enclosed envelope so that we can It is essential to send a replacement questionnaire with the follow-up letter. 
delete your name from the mailing list. so that have elapsed since the first questionnaire mailing 

confidentkl~ + A comment on our survey procedures. A questionnaire identification number is that the original questionnaire, if it has not been lost or 
printed on the back cover of the questionnaire so that we Can check Your name off be difficult to find. In one of my early studies I made the 
the maiIing list when it is returned. The list of names is then destroyed so that 

names can never be connected to the results in any way. Protecting the take of omitting a replacement questionnaire. Not only did we get a con- 
quantity of cards and letters requesting a copy of the questionnaire 

Voluntary + we hope that you wilI fill out and return the questionnaire soon, but if for any rea C ~ S S ~ ~ Y  to respond, but even after this effort the total re- 
you prefer not to answer it, please let us know by returning a note or bla* If that usually obtained for the second follow-up (Dillman 
questionnaire in the enclosed stamped envelope. 

Sincerely, A replacement questionnaire creates certain processing challenges. It is 

Real signature + 
t someone may fill out two questionnaires instead of only the one 

Don A. Dillman 
Professor and Deputy Director or perhaps give it to a spouse or friend to complete. Although this 

lly happens (as evidenced by returns with duplicate identification 
P.S. ~f you have any questions, please feel free to contact me. The toll-free 

number where I can be reached in Pullman is 1-800-833-0867. erS and different handwriting), the frequency is so low as to be of little 
em. Perhaps the greatest difficulty rests with those respondents who did 
ut and return the earlier questionnaire, only to be informed that the re- 

not receive it. This underscores the great importance of an accu- 
rate identification system and the need to hold the follow-up mailing to the 
last minute so that respondents whose questionnaires have just been received 
an be deleted. Scheduling this follow-up a full two weeks or slightly longer 

after the postcard reminder allows responses to dwindle to a small trickle, 
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considerably lowering the chance that someone who has sent in a question 
naire will receive another one. Further, the additional time and subsequently 
smaller number of required follow-ups reduces postage and clerical costs 
considerably. Washington State University 

SOCI~I  and Econmc Soences Research Center W1bn Hall 133 
PO Bar €44014 

Pullman, WA 99164-4014 
m m - 1 5 1 1  

FIFTH CONTACT: THE INVOKING OF SPECIAL PROCEDURES FAX 509-335-0116 

+ September 5, 1999 
This request, the final effort to elicit a response, exhibits a greater overall 
tensity than any of those which preceded it (Figure 4.6). However, this is n ide address + L. T. Hansen 

2121 Lincoln Way East 
because of the wording of the cover letter, which in fact is somewhat soft Uniontown, WA 99962-2056 

than that of the preceding one. Rather, its insistent nature stems from th 
simple fact that it is a fifth request, and it is being made by special ma 
telephone. Because these factors raise the intensity to a high level, 
laxed wording of the cover letter emphasizes explanations of why this a moving to Washington state, and their experiences after coming here that 
tional follow-up is sent. The now familiar messages of social usefuln might be relevant to improving state services. 

individual importance are repeated once more, but in words different from 
+ The study is drawing to a close, and this is the last contact that will be 

any used previously. made with the random sample of people who we think. based on driver's 

The important way in which this contact differs from those that precede it license records, moved here in the last year. 

is in the packaging and delivery of the request. If one is considering simply 
sending a third copy of the questionnaire using the same type of envelope and concern that people who have not responded may have had different 

another letter on the same stationery, it is hard to make this stimulus appear experiences than those who have. Hearing from everyone in this small 
statewide sample helps assure that the survey results are as accurate as 

different from the second and fourth mailings. From an exchange perspective, poss~ble. 

we expect that repeating any stimulus will decrease its effect each time it is 
Confideniklity + We also want to assure you that your response to this study is voluntary, and 

used. After all, the stimulus failed to produce a response from the recipient if you prefer not to respond that's fine. If you are not a recent mover to 
the previous two times it was used. Thus, it seems unlikely that the recipient Washington state, and you feel that we have made a mistake including you in 

will get past the outward appearance to note the changes in the wording of the this study, please let us know by returning the blank questionnaire with a 
note indicating so. This would be very helpful. 

letter. The delivery of this final contact differs from all previous contact 
cause of the packaging, the mode of delivery and the speed by which it i + Finally, we appreciate your willingness to consider our request as we 

conclude this effort to better understand job, living, and other issues fac~ng 
livered, all of which may be made noticeable before the letter is even opene new Washington state residents. Thank you very much. 
The effect being sought is to increase the perception of importance as a 

Sincerely, imate request. 

Cerf $ed Mail Real signafure + 

Don A. Dillman 
There are several different ways in which this perception of important goals Professor and Deputy Director 
can be accomplished. One method used with the original TDM was to send 
the final request by certified mail. Certified mail requires that the person who 
receives it sign for its delivery, thus acknowledging that it has been received. nal tests in five statewide surveys of the general public using certified mail as 
Various levels of certification can be used at varied costs, requiring, for exarn- a fourth and final mailing raised response rates from an average of 59 to 72%, 
ple, that someone at the address sign for delivery. It can also be specified that anincrease of about 13 percentage points. The certified mailing also produced 
the person whose name is on the envelope sign for it. In addition, one can re- a greater relative return; that is, the percentage of surveys returned in each 
quest a return receipt to assure that it has been delivered. Such information mailing surpassed that of any mailing that preceded it. Its relative return was 
can be helpful in resolving coverage issues. 33% of the letters mailed, compared to a range of 24 to 29% of the number 

The effectiveness of certified mail has been shown to be substantia mailed in the earlier mailings. These results are even more impressive when 



we realize that those who responded to it had ignored three previous mailings 
and therefore might be classified as "hard-core holdouts." 

It was also found that the certified mailout picked up greater portions of 
older, less-educated, and lower income people, those most often missed by 
mail questionnaires. Thus it appeared that nonresponse error on those vari- 
ables was reduced by this intensive follow-up. Another documented benefit 
of the certified letter was that it often elicited notes from people explaining 
why they were ineligible for the study thus improving the coverage aspects of 
the sample frame. 

Use of a similar certified mailing in the Netherlands suggests that certified 
mail may interact with personalization (de Leeuw and Hox, 1988). Whereas 
the use of personalized letters with a certified follow-up resulted in a 71% r e  
sponse rate, non-personalized letters that were certified produced only a 61% 
response rate, and a personalized, noncertified treatment produced only a 
53% response rate. Thus, part of the effectiveness of certification may stem 
from respondents knowing that the letter is addressed to them personally 
conveying individual importance to the study outcome. 

Alternative To Certified Mail 

For several reasons, we no longer use certified mail except in special circum- 
stances. When people are not at home a certified letter cannot be left in the 
mailbox. Instead, a U.S. Postal Service message is left indicating that an at- 
tempt to deliver a certified letter was made. Usually the individual may either 
sign that note and leave it for delivery the next day or go to the post office and 
pick it up. We consider it undesirable both from an exchange perspective (in- 
creased personal costs) and concern for the welfare of respondents to require 
people to go to the post office, which some recipients may be inclined to do. 
In addition, many alternatives to certified mail are now available. They in- 
clude courier delivery by one of several private companies, such as Federal 
Express or United Parcel Service. The U.S. Postal Service offers priority mail 
delivery and special delivery neither of which requires a signature. When 
telephone numbers are available, a telephone follow-up can be substituted. 
The sole situation in which certified mail is recommended for use is when one 
is confident that someone is always present, as in an office, when postal de- 
liveries are made. 

An early study by Moore and Dillman (1980), which tested the use of spe- 
cial delivery and telephone follow-up calls as individual alternatives to certi- 
fied mail, found that both alternatives worked about the same as certified 
mail (no significant difference), and both worked much better than another 
first-class mailing. We have observed many other tests of priority mail by 
courier, in which an increment of additional response is attributable to use of 
courier or two-day priority Postal Service mail. 

Sending this final contact by special mail requires that out-of-the-ordinary 
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mailing procedures be used, which sometimes includes different mailing 
forms and labels. If one is contemplating using a particular service it is im- 
perative to talk with the provider. These delivery services are normally not set 
up to receive large numbers of such mailings at one time, and computerized 
procedures may be available for streamlining the process. In addition, costs 
may vary depending upon how many questionnaires are being dispatched. 
The variation in charges by distance, time of day that delivery is requested, 
whether a special promotional offer is being made, and whether the sponsor 
has a special contract or volume discount with the provider can affect both the 
possibilities and the costs. Current costs can range from about two dollars per 
questionnaire up to as much as $15, or even more in the case of extremely long 
distances or when the fastest possible delivery time is selected. 

Consequently it is important to remember the total effect one is attempting 
to accomplish with this mailing. A different look is achieved by using a dif- 
ferent outside container than in any previous ones. An example is the light 
cardboard 9 x 12 inch carton used by some couriers, within which the cover 
letter and envelope are inserted differently than in previous mailings (e.g., not 
folded into a regular business stationery envelope). We are also depending 
upon the special handling to convey that an attempt for rapid, assured deliv- 
ery is being made. These attributes convey to the respondent that the survey 
is important. Finally these external attributes are depended upon to get the 
recipient to read the letter, which differs significantly from the previous let- 
ters and includes an explanation of why the special contact procedure was 
used. In addition, enough time is allowed to elapse between the fourth and 
fdth contact so that little, if any overlap occurs between this mailout and late 
returns from the previous contact. 

A Telephone Alternative 

Some sample lists contain telephone numbers as well as mailing addresses. In 
these instances a telephone call may be used in place of the special mailing to 
encourage return of the mail questionnaire. A script is provided to interview- 
ers that informs respondents that a questionnaire was sent to them previously 
and explains that the call is being made to see if they have any questions about 
the study. They are also encouraged to complete and return the survey. In 
some cases they may be given the opportunity to complete the survey on the 
telephone (see Chapter 6) or told that another one can be sent to them if the 
previous one has been thrown away. 

The switch in modes provides considerable contrast to the repetitive mail 
contacts and allows for immediate feedback from the respondent. Telephone 
follow-ups are preferred when the number of ineligible respondents is likely 
to be high. Typically such recipients of questionnaires are more likely to ig- 
nore mailed requests to complete it, and obtaining that information by tele- 
phone allows the surveyor to drop them from the sample frame. Telephone 
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calls have also been found to be effective from the standpoint of reassu The second reason for undelivered questionnaires is categorized here as 
people who do not understand the nature of the study and do not want to "possible errors." This categorization seems appropriate because the main 
ticipate, as is sometimes the case with elderly respondents. The phone call causes for "addressee unknown," "no such street," "no apartment number," 
provides an opportunity to thank people for their consideration and assure "no residential delivery" and so on are clerical errors. When a questionnaire is 
them that they will not be contacted again. returned for any of these reasons, processing procedures and sample sources 

When such a contact is used it is important to make the call within a week need to be checked to see if an incorrect address was used. If this procedure 
after the fourth contact arrives by mail, in order to increase the likelihood that does not identify the problem, then an attempt is made to locate the respon- 
the questionnaire has not been thrown away. It is also important that the in- dent's telephone number and to call the household or business, thus reverting 
terviewer be prepared to listen to concerns the respondent might have, he procedures used for those known to have moved. Some problems are 
be able to answer questions about the study and the questionnaire. This is que to certain surveys. In one of our statewide surveys nearly all the letters 
the type of call that can be turned over to someone inst~ucted only to read a r one rural community were returned. The reason for this problem was that 
simple reminder notice to the questionnaire recipient. e addresses reported in the sample list were different from those used by the 

.S. Postal Service. A call to the local post office helped solve the problem. 
A third category of problems reported in the notation system used by the 

DYNAMICS OF THE IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS .S. Postal Service is that of letters that are refused or unclaimed. Generally 
There is more to implementing a mail survey than the ordered series of events fusals are not a problem until later mailings, when respondents recognize 
described in this chapter. Once the first mailing is dispatched, feedback fr eenvelope and presumably choose not to accept delivery The questionnaires 
respondents, only some of which can be anticipated, requires considerabl at are unclaimed from earlier mailings may have simply lain in the mailbox 
tention from the researcher. Sometimes on-the-spot modifications of the for a period of time without being picked up. This result suggests that the per- 
plementation process are necessary. Such concerns extend through all may be temporarily gone, and remailing at a later time is often effective. 
contacts. owever, some are clearly refusals, or the respondent chooses to leave the en- 

in the mailbox. Finally, the U.S. Postal Service marks letters of persons 
re deceased with that notation and returns them to the sender unless 

HANDLING UNDELIVERED QUESTIONNAIRES r arrangements for handling the deceased person's mail have been made. 
Usually one of the initial problems to present itself is the return of undelive The success of our tracing procedures varies a great deal. As one would ex- 
questionnaires. The first solution to this problem is to do everything p o s ~  ect, such procedures work best when sample lists are current and the num- 
to prevent it from happening. Commercial software is now available er of undelivered letters is low. The remailing of questionnaires requires 
changing addresses so that they comply with current postal regulations. shing new mailout dates for follow-up correspondence, creating addi- 
example, the address "S.W. 705 Marcel St." will be changed so that the n work for the implementation of the study However, the end result can 
ber comes first, as "705 S.W. Marcel St." Some software of this nature can sigruficant increase of several percentage points in the final response rate. 
be used to group addresses by zip code for easier handling by the postal 
vice. The use of such software can significantly reduce the number of undeli 

NDLING RESPONDENT INQUIRIES 
ered questionnaires. 

Immediate attention often makes remailing possible and prevents wast' other activity for which the researcher must be prepared is to answer re- 
scheduled follow-ups. The reasons provided by the U.S. Postal Service ondent inquiries and comments. Each mailing is likely to bring reactions 
nondelivery generally fit into three categories. The first relates to a chang er than a completed questionnaire from a few recipients. Among the more 
residence by respondents. Occasionally people move without leaving a 
warding address. Most people do leave a forwarding address, but U.S. P 
Service regulations keep it on record for only 18 months. If the move The person you want is out of town for a month and cannot do it until 

within the same city or county it is sometimes possible to locate the person b 
consulting the local telephone directory or other listings. Through these va I would do the questionnaire except for the identification number on it. 
ous efforts it is often possible to remail a sizable portion of the questionnaire I would answer except for the personal questions, which I don't think are 
that were not forwarded. any of your business. 



I have only lived here for a few months, so I don't know enough about 
this community to answer your questionnaire. 
I'm too old, but my daughter will fill it out if you really need it. 
I filled out a questionnaire like this one six months ago and don't want to 
do it again. 
Tell me how you got my name, and I'll do your questionnaire. 

These comments are acknowledged, and our response to these various in- 
quiries is determined by both philosophical concerns and response consid- 
erations. Respondent questions, even strange ones, deserve a response, just as 
the request to complete a questionnaire deserves to be honored. Thus, a point 
is made to answer each of them. In general, one should respond as a well- 
trained interviewer would, attempting to convince people of their importance 
to the study. It is explained why an identification number is used, why it is irn- 
portant to have old people as well as young people in the study why the 
daughter would not be an acceptable substitute, and how the recipient's name 
was obtained. The most appropriate approach is to be straightforward and 
honest and to thank them for writing or calling. 

Letters are also written by second parties on behalf of the questionnaire re- 
cipients. The most common of these indicate that the desired respondent is 
physically incapable of completing the survey usually because of the infirmi- 
ties of old age. Another fairly typical request comes from the spouse of the re- 
quested respondent, who reports that the person is temporarily out of town. 
These letters are responded to in much the same way that respondent in- 
quiries are answered. Acknowledgment letters then go to the second parties 
who reported that the desired respondent cannot complete the questionnaire. 
The aim of these letters is to thank them and also to assure them that the per- 
son's name is being removed from the sample list, if that action is appropriate. 

Still another kind of letter I have grown accustomed to seeing is from indi- 
viduals who have simply heard about the study perhaps because a friend 
showed them a questionnaire. These letters sometimes come from media 
people or from those who would find the results useful in their work. These 
inquiries are handled in as helpful a way as possible, consistent with the study 
objectives. It is particularly important to be prepared in large-scale surveys 
with a policy for handling requests for interviews or news stories. An appro- 
priate approach is to respond to such requests in much the same way one 
would answer respondents' questions, emphasizing the social usefulness of 
the study the importance of every individual responding, and so on. 

When returns begin to come in, one of the first priorities is to open the return 
envelopes and scrutinize the questionnaires. Besides providing for the quick 
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location of questions to which responses must be given in follow-up letters, 
certain problems can be identified. For example, in some studies it is learned 
that questionnaires were printed in a way that produced a tendency for pages 
to stick together. In one study this meant the return of many questionnaires 
for which sets of facing pages had been skipped. The immediate identifica- 
tion of this problem led to instituting a procedure whereby the missing two 
pages were photocopied, marked with the appropriate identification number, 
and returned to the respondent with a personalized note stating, "In our rou- 
tine check for completeness we noticed two pages were missed. It appears 
they may have stuck together and thereby been inadvertently missed . . . " 
Nearly two-thirds of those contacted returned the missing pages, signifi- 
cantly improving the quality of data. Usually problems of this nature are not 
anticipated, making the close monitoring of early returns essential. 

Each survey is different, with the survey topic, population, and sampling 
procedures all contributing to the existence of a unique set of circumstances. 
The important conclusion is that implementation activities do not simply take 
care of themselves once the survey questionnaires are in the mail. Much re- 
mains to be done. 

WHAT TO DO WHEN MAXIMIZING RESPONSE 
QUALITY SEEMS IMPOSSIBLE 

The original TDM and its successor, Tailored Design, are designed as systems 
of attributes whose aim is to maximize the likelihood of achieving high quality 
~sul ts .  However, the reality of the survey world is one of cost constraints and 
data quality trade-offs. Sometimes, doing the best one can do is not possible. 

These pressures are experienced in somewhat different ways when doing 
self-administered surveys than typically happens in interview surveys. Once 
the interview questionnaire has been constructed and implementation 
started, the issue typically becomes one of number of call-backs to make and 
how to accomplish refusal conversions. Stopping with two or three call-backs 
or even no call-backs and not attempting to convert refusals inevitably results 
in low response rates. The decisions on mail surveys involve a quite different 
matrix of considerations. In the face of cost constraints, where should one cut 
back first: Number of contacts? Level of financial incentive or even whether to 
use one? Depersonalization of the mailings? Decreasing sample size and re- 
allocating resources to fewer potential respondents? Or something else? The 
issue becomes one of how to optimize the allocation of resources. 

Recently I was asked to comment on the proposed procedures for a survey 
of more than 10,000 people. The sponsor had funded the study on the as- 
sumption that three mailings would be made, each of which would include a 
replacement copy of the questionnaire. A further look at the proposed proce- 
dures revealed that the cover letters for each of the three mailings were, except 



for the first paragraph, virtually identical. The funds had been allocated, and 
any changes in procedures would have to be funded by cutting back on the 
planned procedures. 

This situation is characteristic of hundreds I have been faced with since 
publication of the original TDM. Surveyors become boxed in by an initial de- 
cision that specifies procedures and/or budget. In this situation, several 
strategies could have been followed to improve the design of the proposed 
study. First, it appeared that the third mailing would have very little impact 
relative to cost. Virtually the same stimulus had been sent twice before. The 
sponsor then proposed to abandon the third mailing and instead offer a lot- 
tery prize for respondents or give people who returned the questionnaire a 
five-dollar payment. I discouraged these changes because of lack of evidence 
that either approach would work. 

The sponsor also contemplated the possibility of abandoning the third con- 
tact in exchange for sending a preletter and postcard reminder. Because the 
lengthy questionnaire had to be mailed flat at a cost of nearly five dollars for 
printing, paper, and postage, such a trade-off was possible. That would have 
resulted in four contacts rather than three. In addition, the preletter could 
have been sent from the government agency to respondents, thus involung 
legitimate authority. It was also suggested that converting to a one- or two- 
dollar incentive might have been done. However, to do that would reduce 
funds so that only two mailings of any type could be made. Considerationwas 
also given to including a minimal token incentive of only one dollar and us- 
ing the balance of the money saved by foregoing the final but repetitive mail- 
ing in favor of sending a postcard reminder. 

Another approach to the problem of finding resources for improvement 
would have been to assess the planned survey in light of expected error out- 
comes. For example, another method of producing savings is to reduce the 
sample size and devote those saved resources to improving response quality 
from fewer sample units. Such suggestions are often met with strenuous objec- 
tions, but strictly from a sampling error standpoint, obtaining a 30% response 
from a sample of 10,000 (3,000 questionnaires) is about the same as obtaining a 
50% response from a sample of 6,000 (also 3,000 questionnaires). However, the 
reduction of nonresponse error might be substantial. We also noted in this 
case that an exceedingly long questionnaire was being used, a factor which by 
itself would tend to reduce response and perhaps increase measurement er- 
ror. Reducing the size of the questionnaire could have produced postal and 
processing savings that could have been applied to achieving better responses. 

In sum, when faced with a description of a poorly designed set of survey 
procedures and the lament that the budget has been determined, so there is 
nothing that can be done, my usual response is, "Are you sure?" and to ask for 
details. I then attempt to redesign the procedures by relying on whatever re- 
search is available to assess the consequences of likely changes and employ 
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ocial exchange calculus offered in Chapter One, in order to evaluate the 
different elements with one another. In addition, I try to bring to bear 

considerations of all four types of survey error: measurement, coverage, sam- 
pling, and nonresponse. Thus, I assess the inclusion or exclusion of each fac- 
tor on the basis of whatever demonstrated evidence is available and/or where 

seems to fit theoretically into an overall response strategy. I also assess it 
with regard to the consequences for the four sources of error I am seeking to 
minimize. Doing triage on poorly designed surveys, difficult as it sometimes 
becomes, is as much a reality of Tailored Design as constructing an ideal sur- 
vey design in the first place. So, what was the outcome? In this case, the spon- 
sor abandoned the third mailing in favor of the prenotice and reminder. In 
addition, the cover letters were significantly revised. Consideration of other 
issues was left for another time. 

CONCLUSION 

few years after the first edition of this book was published, I was informed 
at a prominent scholar visiting my university was looking for me, and that 

uld go talk to him. When I finally located h m  he expressed h s  appreci- 
for coming to see him, said he had read my book, and then abruptly 

d, "What I wanted to know was whether I can solve my response rate 
lem for mail surveys by putting several small stamps on the outgoing en- 

elope." I no longer recall my exact answer (which should have been an em- 
hatic "no") but the impact of the question still lingers. Like many others, he 
as looking for a magic bullet. 
Improving response to self-administered surveys and maintaining low 

unts of error are not goals one can attain by selecting a single technique 
scrupulously applying it to every survey. Respondent-friendly question- 

multiple contacts, a special final contact, a real stamp on the return 
tgoing) envelope, personalization of correspondence, prepaid incen- 

es, and many smaller details all have a role to play in improving response 
-administered surveys. Selecting one technique for special attention 
ignoring most of the others makes no more sense than trying to get a nu- 

tious diet by eating only carrots or some other specific food. 
In this chapter I have described details for designing all aspects of the irn- 
ementation process and discussed how each aspect might be shaped to im- 
ve the quality and quantity of response. Yet, the elements described here 
st be considered somewhat tentative. Though sufficient for many and per- 
s most survey situations, they can be tailored (i.e., further refined in ad- 
tageous ways to take into account survey content) to the population and 

e survey situation in ways that improve their effectiveness. They may also 
ed further refinement based upon coverage and sampling situations, the 

opics to which I now turn. 


