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New Next Month!!
Internet, Phone, Mail, and Mixed Mode Surveys: The 

Tailored Design Method
75% revision of the previous edition.
• Updated thoughts on social exchange 

theory and surveys.

• More holistic approach to thinking about 
survey design.

• More complete treatment of mixed-
mode designs.

• Treatment of single-mode mail, internet, 
and telephone designs.

• 185 practical guidelines for 
questionnaire design, implementation, 
and pretesting.

• Companion website with pretesting and 
visual design resources, color figures, 
and example survey materials.
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Todays objective: 
To share some of the new ideas from this edition of 
the book and talk about growing survey issues that 
are of concern whether one is conducting a large 

national survey or a small survey as part of an 
evaluation.

• Holistic design and 
interconnectivity among design 
features.

• The growing importance of 
trust for survey response.

• New design issues  mobile 
devices.
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We have more ways than ever 
of reaching people.
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As of December 2013, 97% of U.S. households 
had telephone service.
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As of January 2014, 87% of U.S. adults 
used the Internet.
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73% of U.S. adults have internet at home; 
70% have broadband at home.
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Most people in the U.S. are reachable 
by postal mail.

• Over 95% of U.S. households are listed on the USPS
Computerized Delivery Sequence file.

– Made available in the early 1990s and widely adopted as a 
survey sample frame in the 2000s.

– Previously there was no good 
general population list of postal 
mail addresses.
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We have more ways than ever 
of reaching people…BUT it is more difficult than ever 

to get people to respond to surveys.
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Response rates to the Survey of Consumer 
Attitudes fell 33% from 1979 to 2003. 

Source: Figure 1 from Curtin, Presser, & Singer. 2005. Changes in telephone survey 
nonresponse over the past quarter century. Public Opinion Quarterly. 69(1):87-98.

Response Rate by Year for the Survey of Consumer 
Attitudes (by Telephone): 1979-2003 Average # of 

Calls/Complete
• 1979 – 3.9
• 1996 – 7.9
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Response rates to Pew Research Center telephone 
surveys have dropped 75% in recent years.
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Response rates to mail surveys have also 
declined over time although not as steeply.

Source: Figure 1 from Rookey, Le, Littlejohn, and Dillman. 2012. Understanding the resilience of 
mail-back survey methods: An analysis of 20 years of change in response rates to national park 
surveys. Social Science Research. 41:1404-1414.

Average Yearly Response Rates to Mail-Back 
Surveys of Visitors to US National Parks 

from 1988 - 2007
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Adding reminders has slowed the reduction in 
mail response rates somewhat.

Mean Response Rates to US National Park 
Surveys Prior to First Replacement (RR1), Prior to 

Second Replacement (RR2), and Final.

~ -30

~ -15

1313



© Jolene Smyth, 2014© Jolene Smyth, 2014

In this environment, we have to 
step up our game.

• We can no longer afford to think in terms of single 
features that might increase our response rates.

• We have to think about holistic designs in which we 
combine multiple features that reinforce and build on one 
another.
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I generally work from a social exchange 
perspective.

• The social exchange perspective on human behavior 
assumes that people are more likely to comply with a 
request if they trust that the benefits of doing so will 
outweigh the costs. 

– The costs and benefits are not just economic.  Social and 
psychological costs and benefits also matter. 

– People can be driven by a self-orientation, an other-orientation, 
or both.
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Working from the social exchange framework, the 
goal is to add features to our survey design that will 

maximize trust and benefits and minimize costs. 
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Trust seems particularly important right now.

• When lives are constrained by geography we can learn who 
to trust and who to distrust through personal interaction and 
accumulated experience.  Reputations are built and are slow 
to change.  Information travels slowly.

• Modern technology frees us from the constraints of geography 
and speeds information sharing.  
– Requests can come from unknown entities, both near and far, and 

both scrupulous and unscrupulous.
– More requests can be made.
– Information can be made immediately accessible and can be 

shared quickly.

• In this context, we have to make decisions quickly and a lot 
rides on those decisions. Protection of personal information 
becomes increasingly important.
– It pays to be skeptical and suspicious and the safest response is no 

response to unknown requestors.
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Research shows that many features have 
additive effects on response rates.

1. Token cash incentives sent with request
2. Multiple contacts
3. Personalization
4. Timing
5. Larger outgoing envelopes
6. Stamped reply envelopes
7. Respondent-friendly questionnaire
8. Salient questionnaire topic
9. Short questionnaire
10. Different delivery mode (e.g., federal express)

• We tend to think of these as isolated features of our 
design that work independently of one another.
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But it is also possible that the effect of certain features 
depends on the presence of other features 

(i.e., they are not independent of each other).
• For example, in a mail survey:

– We attempt to increase benefits in our communications by…
• Telling how the results will be used
• Asking for help or advice
• Asking interesting questions
• Stressing that opportunities to respond are limited
• Conveying that others have responded

– We attempt to decrease costs by…
• Keeping the questionnaire short and simple
• Providing a return envelope
• Minimizing requests for personal information

– These are good strategies, but they will not work if sample members 
do not open the envelope in the first place.  

– How do we get sample members to open the envelope?
• Use a larger, more professional envelope
• Highlight a trusted and respected sponsor on the envelope
• Keep the envelope design professional, not “markety”
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Another example

• Many surveyors spend considerable time agonizing over 
whether or not to include an incentive and how much to 
give, and then throw together quickly written letters.

• We hope the incentive inspires reciprocity.

• But it probably also increases the likelihood that the 
letter gets read.  

• If we do not consider this interconnection (and write a 
good letter!) we are not taking full advantage of the 
incentive.
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Mixing modes can provide even more opportunities 
to take advantage of interconnections between 

design features.
• Imagine we want to do a web survey of students at a 

university.  We have their postal and email addresses.

• We could contact students by mail, but they might not be 
willing to transfer the URL from the letter to their browser 
(i.e., increased costs).

• We could contact them by email, but it is difficult to send 
an incentive by email (i.e., reduced benefits) and many 
students will be unwilling to click on the link we send 
them (i.e., low trust and high potential costs).

• What if we use both?

2222
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An experiment has looked at mixing modes of 
contact in this type of student survey.

• Sample members were asked to respond to a web 
survey.

• Three different contact strategies (i.e., experimental 
treatments) were used.

2323
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Mixing postal and email contacts produced the 
highest response rate.
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Why did mixing modes work this way?

Postal mail 
• Increased the chances of delivery

– No spam filters
– Parents are very likely to pass university mail to students. 

• Allowed the incentive to be used
– Provided a benefit  reciprocity
– Increased chances of the letter being read and considered.
– Increased general trust

• Allowed for the use of sponsor’s formal envelope and letterhead
– Communicated the importance/legitimacy of the survey (i.e., trust)
– Increased the likelihood that subsequent emails would be opened
– Increased the likelihood that the survey link would be followed.

E-mail contacts 
• Provided a convenient link to the questionnaire (i.e., reduced costs).

– Does not work without postal mail to set the stage.

• Showed positive regard – effort to make the survey more convenient 
(i.e., increased trust).
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Two additional treatments looked at what happens 
when respondents are given a choice of response 

mode.
• Sample members could choose to answer by mail or 

web.
Initial 

Invitation
Reminder 

1
Reminder

2
Reminder 

3
Reminder  

4
Mail Only Letter $ Postcard Letter Letter Postcard

Email Augmentation Letter $ E-mail Letter Letter E-mail
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Mixing contact modes increased response rates in 
the choice condition primarily by increasing people’s 

willingness to complete the web survey.

20.5

38.2
42.5

0
5

10
15
20
25
30
35
40
45
50

WEB - Email Only WEB - Mail +
Email

WEB - Email
Augmentation

CHOICE - Postal
only

CHOICE - Email
Augmentation

R
es

po
ns

e 
R

at
e

Response Rates by Treatment

41.1
46.5

Web 
Response

Web 
Response

Mail 
Response

Mail 
Response

2727



© Jolene Smyth, 2014© Jolene Smyth, 2014

Using trust-inducing features is key to getting 
web response: Incentive Example.

• 2008 Washington Community 
Survey

– DSF sample of WA residents.

– All contacts by postal mail.

– Sequential mixed mode design -
starts by offering web mode of 
response; later offers mail mode 
of response.

– Trying to push people to the 
web

– $5 incentive vs. no incentive

31.3

13.4

15

12.3

0

10

20

30

40

50

$5 Incentive No Incentive

Response Rates by Mode 
and Treatment

Web Mail

Source: Messer, Benjamin L. and Don A. Dillman. 2011. “Surveying the General Public Over the 
Internet Using Address-Based Sampling and Mail Contact Procedures. Public Opinion Quarterly.
75(3):429-457. 
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Using trust-inducing features is key to getting 
web response: Proximity Example.

• 2011 Electricity Study
– Sponsored by Washington 

State University

– DSF samples from
• Alabama
• Pennsylvania
• Washington

– Sequential mixed mode 
design to push people to 
the web
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Using trust-inducing features is key to getting web 
response: University Sponsorship Example.

• DSF Samples of WA and NE 
residents

• Sequential mixed-mode design

• 2012 Water Management Survey

• Examined in- versus out-of-state 
sponsorship

– SESRC at WSU; BOSR at UNL

3030



© Jolene Smyth, 2014© Jolene Smyth, 2014

33.3 27.5
38.7

23.3

10.2
10.6

14.3

14.7

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

In-state
sponsor

Out-of-state
sponsor

In-state
sponsor

Out-of-state
sponsor

Response Rates by State of Residency, 
Sponsorship, and Mode

Washington 
Residents

Nebraska 
Residents

Web

Mail

Source: Edwards, Dillman, & Smyth. Forthcoming. An experimental test of the effects of survey 
sponsorship on internet and mail survey response. Public Opinion Quarterly.

3131



© Jolene Smyth, 2014© Jolene Smyth, 2014

• In today’s challenging response environment, it is 
increasingly important to think about and take advantage 
of the interconnectedness of design features. 

– This requires a different way of thinking.

– We need to produce a holistic package of features that 
support one another to encourage response.

– We need to be especially careful to include trust-inducing 
features.
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The use of multiple-modes and multiple devices 
raises a host of new design challenges that can 

affect measurement.
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Some of these have been researched

• Telephone consistently produces more extreme answers on ordinal scale 
questions than web and mail and is more prone to social desirability and 
acquiescence.

• There are few measurement differences across web and mail modes IF 
THEY ARE DESIGNED SIMILARLY (i.e., unified mode design).

Mail MailScrolling Web Paging Web
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Other, newer design issues have not 
yet been well researched.

• How do we design for consistent measurement across the wide 
variety of devices people use to connect to the internet?
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Most U.S. adults now have mobile devices.
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Many use their mobile devices 
to access the web.

3737

Source: Pew Research Internet Project. Cell Internet Use 2013. 
http://www.pewinternet.org/2013/09/16/cell-internet-use-2013/

• 63% of cell phone owners go online on their phones to browse or 
get email.
– This is 57% of all Americans.

• 93% of smartphone owners use their phones to go online.

• 21% of cell phone owners go online mostly on their phone, not on 
another device.
– This is about 19% of all Americans

• Nonwhites, young adults, the highly educated, high income, and 
urban people are more likely than their counterparts to use their cell 
phone to go online.

• Nonwhites, young adults, and those with low education and income 
are more likely than their counterparts to use their cellphone as their 
primary device for going online.
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How many people answer web 
surveys on their phone?

• In most surveys, less than 10%

• But it can range up to 50% depending on the topic and 
survey population.

• Will likely continue to increase.

• Breakoff rates are much higher for those answering on 
mobile devices (~85% vs.~15%) and they give much 
shorter open-ended responses.
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Questions that are displayed well on a computer 
screen are severely truncated on a smartphone 

screen.
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The display of items in a grid is 
especially problematic for 

smartphones.
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Many web survey programs will “optimize” for 
mobile devices to overcome these problems.

• This works well for some questions.
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• For others, small differences may or 
may not impact results.

Response options are 
visually distinct from 

question stem

Response options are 
visually grouped with 

question stem
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• For still others, big differences are likely to impact results.

Items appearing in a grid 
are more likely to be 

compared to one another.

Items are more isolated 
and so less likely to be 

compared to one another.
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All response options are 
visible at once.

Some response options 
are not visible without 

scrolling.
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Long scales with verbal 
and numeric endpoint 

labels.

Much shorter scales with 
no endpoint labels.
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Slider scale with 3 drop 
points spreads the 

response options out 
quite wide.

Drop-down question 
format with entirely 

different visual design.
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“Adaptive design” is big among website 
programmers right now, but may be problematic for 

surveyors.
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Question 17
• Linear

• Non-linear 

Research in web surveys has examined vertical vs. 
horizontal alignment of response options.

4949

Source: Zhou, Quan, Jolene D. Smyth, and Kristen Olson. 2013. The Effect of Graphic Layout of Question Stem and rating 
Scales on Respondents’ Behavior. Paper presented at the Midwest Association for Public Opinion Research, Chicago, IL.



© Jolene Smyth, 2014© Jolene Smyth, 2014

Question 30
• Linear

• Non-linear 
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All respondents to the linear version read the response 
options in order; ~25% of those in the non-linear version 

read them out of order as illustrated here.
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More respondents chose “good” on the 
non-linear version
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More respondents chose the same answers for 
both questions on the non-linear version
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More respondents chose the same answers for 
both questions on the non-linear version
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Surveyors have to be careful with 
adaptive design!  It introduces consequential 

visual design differences.
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• We came away from writing the new edition of the book 
excited about the potential for overcoming response rate 
challenges by building interconnected designs and 
especially mixing modes.

• And also frustrated that research has not kept up with 
technology.
– We have a lot of work to do!
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• Thank you for listening to these ideas.  

• I hope they are helpful to you as you conduct your own 
surveys.
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