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The pug90§e*9§7t§1sf§tg§y was to_ evaluate the»;]' ‘ e
e for 1mprov1ng respons s

‘rates to a mail quest1onna1re with a ditficult to survey

. postsecondary student populat1on. ‘The results ‘demonstrate. that by

.'using.a monetary incentive’, a substantialimprovementiin response’

. _rate can be achieved at a reasonable ¢ost per respondent without A
ﬂaffect1ng the representat1veness of the respondent group. . In cL
-addition, a 51ngle ma111ng which -included an“incentive was tgggdfto '

oq*be ‘much more e
;,1dent1ca1 group wﬁtch did not rece1ve the 1ncent1ﬁE. (Author)
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ffective at e11c1t1ng responses ‘than two ma111ngs to an_
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to a mail questlonnalre w1th ;
L .'-postsecondary student - populatlon.
RES T ~thaty, by - uSIng a monetary 1ncent1ve,

'1mpr7yenent in- resoonse ‘rate::can be echieved ..a
without - affeelsir}g the

'representatlveness .of the respondent groups In¢ addlunon,,
ruslngle malling Whlch 1ncluded an 1ncentive was found toﬂbe

- 'réasonable ‘cost per. respondent::

s

Fuﬁthérmaré;?»

for many, 1f not mos 3 postsecondary educat ”nal 1nstitutions.

» . T .

tudying recru;t_eit and retentlon have found thab student 1nput 1s an

1ntegral part of'the enrollment plannlng process. Decision-makers need :

.v.‘,'

/ Information on’students' backgrounds, experiences, opinions, and edueational

e plans whlch cannot be oBEéinéd solely from analyses of. i”sEiE’Eionél
- ,f.; records. Therefore, research efforts uslng survey technldnes play an - )
| 1mportant role 1n providlng data for academ1c plannlng and policy :
L ; ‘-\, , "\,. o ) ' ' @
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GIven the constralnts of tlme, resources, and personnel, as we

W1de geographic d1sper51on i: students at commuter institutions, the maiﬁ

questlonnalre may be the ”'ly acceptable~method of obtalning student surv

Y.

data. A maJor drawback oi the ma11 questionnalre, however, 1s pqpr response1‘-r,' f%}%

rate, thch seriousiy affects th abiiity of the respondent group to»

represent the charaeterlstics and attltudes of the survey population. Itfis;

' not uncommon for 1nstitut10na1 researchers to find their student survey

4 ,4
3.

ffbrts hampered by response rates of 30% to MO% (Matross, 1981), and th1s

probiem may be compounded when the subJects iack an association w1th the

¢

;..1nst1tution at the ‘time I’f the udy. Postsecondary students who have

11tt1e motivation . to pa ticipate In 1nst1tutiona1 research and have

Y i
ciasses, dropouts, and alumni. It is theorized tQat potentiai and former

s

students are 1355 likely to respond to questionnaines than current students'-%
. &
: because they have a 11m1ted 1nterest in the subject matter (Heberlein and :i

. R Baumgartner, 1978), they lack commitméent to ‘the goals and success of the
1nst1tut10n, and they wxii not be personaiiy affected by poiigies“andlf o

proérams developed as a result of survey findings (Linsky, 1975).

v
2, 1 L

‘ 'iiumérous ;;i;é'chniéué's for improving réspons,é ratés jcan'bé found in ‘the

~

* résearch iiterature;- Host are attempts t0ueiieit responses by facilitating S

and/or motivating the completion and return of qpestionnaires.? Among the -
most successful are (1) mechan1ca1 and perceptual factors 1nclud1ng

PR N 3

pre contacts mu1t1p1e and 1ntensive follow-ups, and 1mpr Ve or
. S o S _ . 3 ARG
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hand—stamped—postage——f??—broad—mot1vat10na1*factor5*such;;s—cover—iettersr————————‘—*ﬂ

:, from an 1mportant official or organlzatlon, and (3) direct motivational

factors in the form of rewards (Linsky, 1975) R L
- ‘ . o LT ,

Gne of the most’ powerfui teehniques for’ motivatxng surézy p%rticipation o .

'iflis the prepayment of token monetary 1ncent1ves. Extensive reviews - of the
literature on incentlves were conducted by Armstrong (1975) and Linsky

(1975) who found that the use of & monetary incent1ve resulted in a A
'; ’ con51stent1y hlgher response rate when eompared with a eontrol groap. In !
E : in

the twenty~seven dIfferent cases examlned by Armstrong (1975) and tlnsﬁy

e P

s

e ,\ * ..g
fthan promised (Armstrong, 1975 Goodwin, 1979), and when enclosed Wlth the :

first mailing of the'questionnéﬁrenrather than with \a follow—up (Huck and%

eléasaﬁ— 19745 While there is eoneern that the use of token incentlves o a

1 .
-

introduces response bias, there is no evidence to support this concius:onl R o

(Cox, 1976* Nederhof, 1983, Wotruba, 1966) _ H'jzaﬁ; :

")

— The few-researchers who offer explanations ‘for the successful use .of
‘ * ) . : - ; . ST '. o -8 '//
incentives tend to stress the symbqitc rather than the monetary value of the 7/

L !
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"the- accomplisiuent of an impdrtant task rather than payment for ‘the time FEE ;';f

B .‘3;)

V'f;and inéonvenience/involved in questionnaire compietion\(ﬁinsky 1975)" When'7-"‘

_ p051t1ve and often dramatlc effect on’ response rates is overwhelming.k Féﬁr 51

f'obl;"ation on the partkof the subject and-a need to reclprocate (Goodwxn,;q _H5_~”

i v i .
" d1ssonance ‘can- be relleved by completlng and returnlng the questlonnalre..,"'

: 1mprovement may lack a theoret1cal foundation (Cox, 1976 Heberle1n and o

‘.Baumgartner,‘1978), but the ev1dence that monetary 1ncent1ves have a f ff,u'

_ studies have been pubiished on- incentives sincelthe middle 1970's however

®
an in,entlve is offered in advance, 1ts acceptance creates a feeling of

' I

fil1979'~L1nsky, 1975) A slmllar explanatlon holds that psychologlcal

N

thd stress, caiied cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957), is caused by the-"‘n

~*requested serv1ce (Hackler and Bourgette,_1973) ' Thrs*sense of cognltive.' . I

PreVIous research on this particuiar method of response rate
LR & ..

[.

o

and most were conducted in conjunction with general public or commerciai

surveys. Only one study coulL be located which investlgated the use of !

fncentives in a postsecondary student survey. In that study of current

oy

}_studentsiwho'were livxng on-eampus— Huek-and Gleason (197M)-found that the

'ffresponse rate was increased by 18% over a controi group by, providing a SR

T

. quarter: incentive.

There is'a definite lack of literature on the use of incentives i
'

student surveys. Tnformation,on this"top1e would enable institutional

researchers to judge the merits of u51ng this responSe rate improvement

'_dtechnlque within the higher education setting, and would be particularly

v
. o 3

N




It was the purpose of th1s
al 1 St o -

to prolide/a curcl

: i
Aii 371 undergraduate transfer students who - flrst

nstitutlon.

of a control groUp.* Each subject re e1ved a: two-page questiennalre .

J

"In order to ubtaln cornesponding ;'

¢

contalning only re s ch questions..

-

demographxc,facademlc and performance characterlstics from institutlonal

'records students were asked to 1dent1fy themselves by name and soc1a1

i

secur1ty number. Ninety-three percent of the students eomplied with thisi:

1

request Jand. there was no difference between the experimentai and controi‘, B

. /
Because data were collected from these twé sources,-.

i

Froups in this regard

rom the university foundation: This amount enabled the researchers to
offer the one dollar incentive to each of 200 subjects, and thus accounts

for the slight diserepancy 1n the size of experimentai and cohtroi groups.

k4 - . :'4

v

o R .

: s . . e — : .

- e L . ; L a B . . . e . 5
: ’

§§ ' *The sum of $206 in non-state funds was made available for th1s progect




respondents and nonrespondents, the questionnaire was shortened ‘

‘ﬂlconslderably,_and the overall survey costs were reduced by mailing the

Lf;followZUp only to nonrespondents. A one-word 1nstructIon at the'bottom 6f;'

the first page of the questionnaire, presented in: various formats, was used_'\

to distingu1sh between both the experimental and control gnoups and the -

' respondents to. the first and second mailings.- Cover letters had

"ersonalized inside addresses and salutatIons, and were sIgned by a key :

importance of the survey progect and the opportunity-for former'students to

f express theIr OpInIOHS to the unxversity adninistration. 6onfidentiality of ;

-

response 'was guaranteed Each member of the experimental group received one

7 assgggamce; EnvelopeSIwere hand-stamped and addresses were typed o /f,'
' 14 - o

' Self-addressed, postage-paId return envelopes Were prov1ded i:

N

A follow-up was conducted six weeks after the original mailingf s&éu*

}student who had not responded by that time or who had responded anonymously X

r 5 . ‘v
N questionnaire;

and a return envelope.f Members of experimentai group did not

‘ receive anotherfincentive. Although a variety of methods whiqh are

0

. 'considered effective for improving response rates were utilized including

7..0- .

Mlpersonalization of survey materIals and multtple contacts students 1n both |

g

5 ¥ . .f'the experimental and contﬁol grpups were treated identioaily wi th

e

| doliar 1n cash as an incentive. A postscript to their cover letters stated .

o
.

R
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- _exception of the 'incentive. IR ; " DR T
‘ . A N

an;rncs e oo

) S
rThe findings of th1s study concern the effect of+the 1npent1ve bns.' Coe
;.résponse'rate, répresentatiyéﬁgﬁs, and survey cost§‘ The overall survey _-:.
d:responsefrate was 54 T%; W1th 196 students respondrng out of 358 who |
»reoeived'questlonnalres.. (Questlonnaires for the th1rteen additioffl | 'hi;' s

students'eould not -bé de11vered, eight from the exper1menta1 group and five .

39 1%, and 15 6% responded to the foiioweup As shown in Table 1, there
. were large dlfferences between the experimental and controi groups in tdtatl )
- r

'response rate and response to the f1rst malling and the fpllow—up. The

4 3

Jvftotal response rate for the experlmental group was . 63. 5%, and nearly all. of 'éli'ffi'a

these subjeets responded to the first mailxng.. A response rate of 53.2% wasrf
a:—

yachleved with one maillng to th1s group, and an addItionai 9 4% responded to -
" ‘table 1: Survey Response Rates . . . s |
L — I
. . ' Survey Growp . - = o v
Mailing . Esperimental Controi
o ewstamueg o skt oat@m
""‘Folldw—up Hélling'h'if' S 4r9:ﬁ1d' _a,l, . 22;9%:1 SR




the follow-up. The. total response rate for the controi group was 44 6%

= fn or&er to Judge the representativeness”o the survey respondents,

members of the exper1mental and control popdiatxons were compared thh

"-’“-..

respondents from the correspond1ng groups on flfteen demographlc academlc,y

performance and h1gh school background characteristics %5\Us1ng SPSS ”ﬁ,,;3;

~ level variable were converted 1nto dummy varlpbles for Qgégerenoe L

P ,-_-m /

pr0portlons tests (Loether and‘icTav1sh 198p) No statisticaily

| . respondents of eIther the experimentai group or the control group on any

the flfteen characterls 1os.' The respondents from both groups were gu,; _eﬁf
. ’.. R

s

S determine representativeness.

respondentr,from the experimental group (p = .0399, ;

] R
- underrepresented as £inst~ma{11p

i Therevwere no other atistieally:signlficant'differences betueen thé,

e



2 o o ,‘" . . ! @ ~ R o . . :
populétion and respondents to the flrst ma111ng. Exper1menta1 and controlgf"

grouqﬁnespondents werqscompared on questaonnalres respon {’

N

.

slgnififf;t di ?érence emerged between the two respandent groups (p = .O11), |

7 with a much larger percentage of experimental respondents stating that they

In fact from a research perspectlve

cannot be based on thls finding al:ne..

L

totaled 63 cents per

was $3 37 per respondent* Even tho ghvthis fxgure 1n'~udes theﬁcast of the
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R jb S

'“fesﬁq, t:fbr the control group. Costs for the follow—up malllng were much

%

.—\ éh

L ma111ng and thus were not qounted as follow—up respondents. Gomparxsons of

. the survey costs per respondent for both the experimental and control gréups -

-

“'1eand the two.malllngsfare showniln Table 2.; Although personnel costs were

,-; )4

"not calculated these costs would have been h1gher for the control group due;hfxf

Survey Group : vi;;'

"Experxmental

incentive. for..each of .the e T

»
ot ]
R

o

b

R

CGentror

$3 23



5.an 1ncent1v was not only a substanﬁ"al Improvement over that

';questionnaire (ﬁxn, 1976 Warwxek and anlnger* 1975) although using th

: 1ncent1ve along W1th other techhxqués such as addItlonai foilow-ups by ma11

"fhrgher cost. o

.;ﬂand control groups are compared on. the f1rst malllng alone. As Tébi '3

T

campus A

*f-”fsurveys (Matr;ss} 1983) Th;s is conSLdered a good response rate fon a mald :'if

PR s

hor telephone may have resulted 1n ‘am’ even larger percentage of returned "eliﬂ;'?"'"'

_;questlonnalres., Representatlveness of the respondent group was not

i LA

.;anffeeted, and the benefit of uslng the 1ncent1ve far outwelghed the sllghtly

D

The.results of th1s study ar’ ' “more strlklng when the experlmental ,;; .

9

-*ishows over haif of the subgects who recelved the 1ncent1ve (5H 2%) but

) f

1ess than a quarter of the controi group (21 7%7, responded to the fxrst

Y . . . . . — AR
- . B .

L

ook

oy . o
— . f

Comparison. Factor  * " .-

,ﬂ.Response*R"te

L Cost per Respondent




"-mailing., By using an Incentive the response rate was 1mproved by 32 5%, and;

"a,a§£hough the response rate of the experimental group was one and a half

'?thes larger than that of the control group, it wa§ achieved at a nearly

fuidentical cost per respondent. Furthermore, the time effort and expense S

‘{of sending a follow-up to the control group, whlle greatly 1ncreas1ng thie ,uyfi‘ﬂ g

I
f1nal response rate d1d not prove to be neariy as effective at eliciting

'responses as one mailing which 1ncluded an incentlve. ThlS finding prov1des’*’

7.ev1dence that the galns in response rates whlch result from u51ng a monétary;p' '

' 1ncent1ve may enable researchers to dispense w1th follow-up ma111ngs>'

5

“‘”altogether, thus reduclng survey-related personnel costs conSIderably. A

CONCLUSIONS

- Inst1tutlonal planners have the rare opportunity to conduct r s a ch on

populatlons which can be enumerated, 1nd1v1dual by 1nd1v1dual and for which

Ay

‘a wide var1ety of accurate information 1s avallable at the outset.: ThIS
ability to 1dent1fy the research subaects as well ‘as the educational leVel ;j

i of the subgects, the geographic d1spersion of student and former student
populations and the h1gh cost of personal interviews,,m”ke the ma1l“.
:questlonnalre a natural choice for the collectlon of v1tal academIc data.'Vgpd
Attempts to utillze the mail questionnalre with student populations are _f?

- often frustratingly unsuccessful h0wever because of the difficulty in L

«fmotivatlng survey participation and the 1ow reSponse rates which occur as a '"_'

‘result., This problem may be exacerbated when the research subgects are no

ﬂlonger assoc1ated w1th the inst1tutlon._, jo:;;.-f;’ir_,;ﬁ"

-

' The need f'o‘i-'.high qqéf’iiey,;iai;agfﬁbm students Who have traditionally = .




,been dlffieult to survey prompted this exploration of the effectiveness of

token monetary incentives for 1mproving matl questionnaire PesponSe rates.

In this study of former studen s, the use of aroﬁé=dollarjinoenti§e resulted . ...

. / a response

rate 1mprovemen_‘o

;9% OVer f

affecting the

s1gn1ficant when only the@first mailing is cons1dered The eV1dence eklsts .

Jp»

i (J';,'

1n this study that the use of5§ token monetary 1ncent1ve may eliminate"
altogether the need for follow-ups; whieh are.partieularly.eostly from_the_
*: Standpoint of tine and personnel: T o
These résults conf1rm the f1ndings of prev1ous stud1es, most of whlch
| were published over a decade ago that prepa1d 1ncent1ves are useful tools
for 1mprovxng the response rates of mail questionnaires., In additton the
: monetary 1ncent1ve was shown to be as effective at mot1vat1ng responses from
f?, a.postsecondary student survey population as was demonstrated 1n the past "y
B w1th the general public and various commerc1al and occupational populations. |
R The token monetary 1neent1ve is not only effective, but by eliminating -
unsuoéessful résearéh efforts whxch result from poor response rates and byt‘
: redu01ng the survey-related costs ass001ated with multiple contacts, 1t 1sff”
31}';u also a cost-effective method Inst1tutional researchers who depend on
.;. student input to form the guidelines for de01sion-mak1ng on- academic

: ..5

planning and polxcy 1ssues WIll f1nd the monetary ineentive to be a

worthwhile technlque for enhancing the quallty of survey data'collected j;;

through mail questionnaires.. _f;_}v'i'
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