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Within-Household Selection in 

Mail Surveys is Hard!!

• Instructions placed in cover letter; no interviewer to help.

• Up to 30% of within-household selections are inaccurate 
(Olson and Smyth, 2014; Olson, Stange, and Smyth, 
2014; Battaglia et al., 2008; Schnell, Ziniel, and Coutts, 
2007)

• What may be going wrong?
– Do not read the instructions
– Do read, but not convinced of the importance of complying or do 

not understand the method
– Do read, but have difficulty carrying out selection
– Selected person does not want to participate
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Previous Research

• For the unconvinced – We tested standard wording vs. a 
more descriptive explanation written for non-surveyors 
(Stange, Smyth, & Olson, Forthcoming).

– To make sure that our results accurately reflect the opinions of all 
Nebraskans, we ask that the enclosed survey be completed by the 
adult (age 19 or older) in your household who will be the next to 
celebrate a birthday.

– Some people like filling out surveys and others do not, but hearing 
from only certain types of people can lower the quality of our results. 
To make sure that our results accurately reflect the opinions of all 
Nebraskans, we need to randomly pick someone within your 
household to answer the survey. Because the timing of birthdays is 
pretty random, we can use them to determine who should answer. 
Please take a moment to think about the birthdays of all the adults 
(age 19 or older) in your home. Who will be the next to celebrate a 
birthday? We ask that the enclosed survey be completed by the 
adult (age 19 or older) in your household who will be the next to 
celebrate a birthday. To ensure the quality of our results, it is very 
important that this is the person to complete the survey.
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• For those having trouble carrying out the selection – We tested the 

inclusion of a calendar in the cover letter to help identify household 

members’ birthdays and which is next (Stange, Smyth, & Olson, 

Forthcoming).
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Current Research

• For those who are unmotivated - Test the effect of a $1 
incentive on response rates, sample composition, and 
selection accuracy.

– Why would an incentive make a difference?
• Attaching an incentive to the letter might get people to read the letter 

(Dillman, Smyth, & Christian 2014).
• The incentive may encourage the selected household member to 

respond. 
– Incentives increase response rates (Church 1993; Singer & Ye 2013)
– Incentives increase participation among sample members who are 

uninterested in the topic (Baumgartner & Rathbun 1997; Groves et al. 2006)

– Could the incentive backfire?
• The incentive may encourage the mail opener to take ownership of the 

survey instead of following the selection instructions.

• Test the effect of letter wording emphasizing who the incentive 
is for.
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Data

• 2014 Nebraska Annual Social Indicators 
Survey
– 12 page omnibus survey 

• DSF sample of 3,500 provided by SSI

• 3 mailings: Invitation, postcard, reminder
– Incentives, where used, were provided with 

the invitation

• Selection instruction: “Please have the 
adult age 19 or older in your household 
who will have the next birthday after 
August 1st 2014 do the survey”

• n=1,018, AAPOR RR1 = 29.1%
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Experimental Treatments

Sample members were randomly assigned to one of three 

treatments: 
1. No incentive, standard letter wording 

2. $1 incentive, standard letter wording

3. $1 incentive, selection-specific letter wording

Standard letter wording:
“We have enclosed a small token of appreciation to thank you for 

your help.”

Selection-specific letter wording:
“We have enclosed a small token of appreciation to thank the adult 

with the next birthday for their help.”
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Results
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Response Rates
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The incentive increased response rates.
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A, B, C p≤.05
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Sample Composition
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The incentive with 

standard wording 

got too many female 

respondents.

The incentive with 

selection specific 

wording did not over 

represent females. 

A, B, C, D p≤.05
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All treatments 

overrepresented the 

older age 

categories.

The incentive with 

standard wording 

recruited too many 

in the 55-64 

category.

A, B, C, D p≤.05
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• No difference across the treatments in…
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Race Overrepresented whites

Ethnicity Underrepresented Hispanics 

(English only survey)

Education Underrepresented high school or less 

and over-represented college degree

Family Income Underrepresented income over 

$100,000 and overrepresented income 

under $50,000

Have Children Did not differ from ACS estimates
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Demographics for all treatments differed from the 

ACS, but on average, the incentive with selection 

specific wording treatment was closest.
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Average Absolute Difference in Demographics from ACS

No incentive, standard wording 7.07

Incentive, standard wording 7.09

Incentive, selection specific wording 5.64
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Accuracy
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How do we gauge the accuracy of within 

household selection?

17

Use information 

reported in a 

household roster to 

determine whether 

the person completing 

the survey is the 

correct household 

member.

Calculate an accuracy 

rate for each 

treatment.



© Jolene Smyth, 2015

There was no difference in accuracy rates 

across the three experimental treatments
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A, B, C, D p≤.05
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Conclusions

• Neither the incentive nor the selection specific wording 

increased accuracy rates.

• But the incentive did increase response rates.

• And the version with the incentive and the selection 

specific wording did produce a slightly more 

demographically representative completed sample.
– Did not overrepresent females and people ages 55-64 as much 

as the version with the incentive alone.
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What next?

How do we improve accuracy?

20

Within-household 

selection in 

mail surveys is hard!!
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What next?
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• Maybe $1 was not enough motivation – Try a larger 

incentive.

• To see if motivation of the sampled household member is 

the problem, experiment with survey topic.

• Maybe people are not reading the cover letter – Try 

putting the instruction on the questionnaire itself.
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