Background
As general population research shifts from RDD telephone to Address-Based Sampling (ABS) and push-to-web
designs, researchers seek the most effective ways of ensuring respondent cooperation. This puts a focus on the
recruitment materials sent via mail – specifically, the invitation letter and the incentive included with the initial
outreach. Specifically, researchers want to ensure mailings are being opened, and also that any enclosed incentive
monies are not being discarded.

In short: how do we get people to open their mail and take our survey?
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We are reporting on two experiments conducted in 2021 as part of a single survey, using address-based sample,
designed to better understand health care experiences of adults in the US. Respondents were sent an invitation
letter, reminder postcard, and reminder letter asking them to complete the study online or over the phone. The
sample was stratified to increase the portion of interviews among harder to reach populations.
The first experiment tested two different incentive amounts and presentation:

The Best Laid Incentive Plans are
Sometimes Visible Through the Envelope

• $1.25 incentive in a standard envelope, where the quarter could be felt through the envelope
• $1.00 incentive in an envelope with a customized window on the back, where the $1 bill could be seen prior to
opening the envelope

(Even When They Shouldn’t Be)

• Sponsor organization identified, in both the introduction and the signature
• Sponsor organization NOT identified

The second experiment tested whether identifying the sponsor organization had an impact on responses. The
sample was assigned one of the following conditions:
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Ultimately, the
$1.25 performed
better than the
visible $1.00
overall.

Across a range of
demographics, however,
there were no significant
differences in completion
rates between the $1.25
and the visible $1.00.

Because both
incentives were
visible, the incentive
experiment did not
work as planned.

In theory, the incentive experiment would have tested both the amount ($1.00 vs. $1.25) and the visibility (visible
through a back window vs. felt through the envelope). In reality, incentives were visible in both treatments, but in
different ways. In treatment #1, the visible $1.00, the bill was visible through a window on the back of the envelope.
In treatment #2, the quarter of the $1.25 was visible through the front address window, even though it should have
been felt and not seen.

Given the current coin
shortage, we are currently
conducting research comparing
the visibility of a single dollar
($1.00) shown on the front of an
envelope vs. $1.25.

If the quarter had not
been visible at all – as
originally designed –
would the $1.25 treatment
still have performed
better?

Identification of the
organization did not
seem to have a
meaningful impact
on whether recipients
completed the survey.

We will likely continue to test this finding,
with the expectation that sponsorship and
branding could have a different impact
depending on the survey topic (e.g., health
care vs. politics) or the industry of the
sponsor (e.g., a private foundation vs. a
government entity).
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