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Increasing Response to Personally-Delivered Mail-Back
Questionnaires1

Don A. Dillman, Dana E. Dolsen, and Gary E. Machlis

A “new” procedure for obtaining response to personally delivered mail-back question-
naires was compared to a “traditional” procedure of simply handing people a question-
naire with a request to complete it. Average response rates for the new procedure was
75.4% in 21 surveys of visitors to U.S. national parks compared to 37.9 % in 11 surveys
which used the traditional method. The new procedure offers promise for overcoming the
major limitation of mail surveys of not being able to survey individuals whose names or
addresses, or both are unknown and who therefore can only be reached through a per-
sonal contact procedure.

Key words: Mail survey; response rate; social exchange; foot-in-the-door.

1. Introduction

The use of personally delivered mail-back questionnaires offers substantial benefit to
survey researchers for several reasons. First, interview costs can be lowered by inter-
viewers not having to wait while a subject completes the self-administered question-
naire or return later to pick it up. Second, such a procedure may be more convenient
for some respondents and therefore enhance their cooperation. Third, it may help
avoid social desirability bias on sensitive questions caused by the presence of an inter-
viewer. Fourth, this procedure offers potential for overcoming one of the most serious
current drawbacks to the use of mail surveys, i.e., not being able to survey individuals
whose names and addresses are unknown and who therefore can only be reached
through a personal contact procedure.

Substantial literature exists on effective procedures for conducting face to face
interviews (e.g., Weinburg, 1983; and Guenzel et al., 1983) and mail surveys
(e.g., Dillman, 1978, 1991). However, virtually no research has been done on how
to obtain high response to personally delivered mail-back surveys. Development of
step by step procedures for accomplishing high response in this situation would be
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useful both to researchers who do personal interviews and those who rely on mail
methods. Populations of particular interest for surveying with personally delivered
questionnaires include those traditionally sampled and surveyed as they enter or leave
a facility of interest, e.g., users of museums, parks, airports, and malls. Also of interestis
the general public that is typically sampled for contact studies by area probability
sampling methods because of names not being available on any list.

This paper reports a test of a newly developed mail-back procedure for improving
response to personally delivered questionnaires. This procedure is tested in surveys of
visitors to national parks using similar questionnaires by comparing it to results
obtained by a traditional procedure used in previous investigations: that procedure
consisted of simply handing people a questionnaire as they entered the park and ask-
ing them to mail it back after leaving. Our goal is to develop a practical procedure that
improves response rates significantly over those obtainable by the traditional method
and which might be used on a variety of survey populations.

2. Frame of Reference

The new procedure designed for this test used several sources of past research as a
frame of reference for development of specific procedures to approach sampled indi-
viduals and obtain their cooperation.

Undoubtedly, the most consistent finding of past research on mail survey response
is that increasing the number of contacts will improve mail response rates (Heberlein
and Baumgartner 1978; Goyder 1985, 1987; Dillman et al. 1974). Therefore, a way
was sought to make possible additional contact with the questionnaire recipient.
Because of questionnaires being handed out to people whose names and addresses
were unknown, this concern represented a major challenge.

Second, we were guided by the concept of improving to the extent possible, the
expected benefits of responding, while reducing the expected costs to the respondent,
here employing a social exchange perspective on human behavior (c.f. Dillman 1978;
Goyder 1987). Personal as opposed to mail delivery of a questionnaire seems likely to
provide a greater opportunity to generate a social exchange interaction sequence that
can be directed towards obtaining a completed questionnaire (Turk and Simpson
1971). As part of the effort to improve perceived benefits of responding, an attempt
was made to increase the salience of the request, a factor found particularly important
by Heberlein and Baumgartner (1978) and Goyder (1987).

Third, we were influenced by the concept of foot-in-the-door, the notion that peo-
ple who agree with a small initial request are more likely to agree with a subsequent
larger request (Freedman and Fraser 1966; DeJong 1979).! In addition, the making of
successive requests was interspersed with information aimed at increasing perceived
benefits and decreasing costs, as a means of encouraging compliance with the later
requests.

Fourth, we recognized that the nature of the request being made of questionnaire
! The foot-in-the-door concept has been tested in studies for which completion of a survey questionnaire has
been the second of the requested tasks, without clearly definitive results (e.g., DeJong, 1979, Crano and

Sivacek, 1978, and Reingen and Kernan, 1977). For a more detailed discussion of these studies, and their
application to the design of this study see Dillman et al. (1990).



Dillman, Dolsen, Machlis: Increasing Response to Personally-Delivered Mail-Back Questionnaires 131

recipients was to complete a questionnaire only after they had completed an activity
(visiting a national park) that could sometimes take several hours or days. Therefore,
making the request more memorable than the few seconds required to simply hand
people a questionnaire seemed important.

Finally, our goal was to blend these elements together in a targeted, comprehensive
system in which the elements were mutually supporting (Dillman 1991.) Thus, our
goal was not to test one or another element or theoretical perspective, but rather a
well-reasoned set of procedures that offered the possibility of significantly improving
response to the previously used method of simply handing people a questionnaire and
asking them to complete and return it.

3. The Study

Visitors to 32 different national parks throughout the United States were given
questionnaires at the time they entered each park. A total of 30,390 questionnaires
were delivered over a five-year period (Littlejohn and Machlis 1990). A six-page
booklet questionnaire was used in each park and contained similar questions about
the visitors’ activities and opinions of their visit to the park. However, the questions
were tailored to the facilities and programs of each park and the interests of the park’s
administrative staff. In all cases an attractive cover sketch, usually of some feature in
the park, and an introductory letter on agency letterhead from the park superin-
tendent were used. The questionnaires were printed on pastel paper and each back
cover page contained a first-class postage stamp and a return address. The printing
of questionnaires without separate return envelopes was done to avoid potential
separation and loss of a return envelope from the questionnaire and to ease the
task of responding.

The study was not strictly experimental. The traditional procedure was applied in
11 national parks from 1985-1987. The new procedure was applied to 21 areas from
1988—1990. Not applying the new and traditional procedures to random subsamples
of the study populations defined for each park limits our ability to draw definitive
conclusions and is a clear limitation of this study. However, we believe this limitation
is to a substantial degree compensated for by the large numbers of replications (11 for
the traditional method and 21 for the newly-developed method) across visitor popu-
lations. Each of these replications can be viewed as an independent “test” of each
method. Therefore, we will place considerable emphasis on examining the consistency
of effects for each method across visitor populations.

4. Traditional Procedure

Every nth (the interval varied by park) visitor was greeted at the entrance station to
each park by a uniformed National Park Service employee or similarly uniformed
volunteer. After any fees were paid and orientation information given, each visitor
group was told that a brief study of people’s reactions to the park was being done.
The driver was asked if the group would cooperate by completing and mailing
back a questionnaire. Agreeable participants were given the questionnaire and
allowed to continue immediately into the park. In cases where lines of cars were
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waiting to gain entrance to a park, this interaction was particularly brief and to the
point. No names or addresses of respondents were requested for later follow-up in
the event the questionnaire was not returned.

5. New Procedure

Every nth visitor group was asked by the uniformed park attendant to pull their vehicle
over to the side of the road where another person in park uniform (or official volun-
teer uniform) was standing for purposes of an important visitor study the park was
conducting. This initial request served multiple purposes. It was aimed at increasing
the salience and memorability of receiving the questionnaire as well as providing more
time for asking and responding to subsequent requests.

The request to pull to the side of the road, seen as a type of foot-in-the-door, was
made by a uniformed representative of the National Park Service and, therefore, very
likely to be seen as legitimate. Once at the side of the road the sampled vehicle was met
by another uniformed attendant who thanked them for pulling over and proceeded
with the following introduction.

“Hello! Welcome to (Park name). My name is . (Park name) is con-
ducting an important visitor survey to learn what you think of our programs
and services. We are only interviewing a few select visitors so your voluntary
cooperation would be greatly appreciated. I have several initial questions to
ask right now that will take two minutes of your time. If you agree to help us,
it will take you another five to ten minutes during or after your visit to complete
the questionnaire, which you can mail back to us. Would you like to participate?”

The new two requests — to answer a few questions now and then fill out the mail-
back questionnaire — were contained in this introduction. Those who refused to par-
ticipate were thanked for their time in a friendly manner and encouraged to enjoy
their visit. Visitors who agreed to participate were also thanked, consistent with
exchange principles, and asked:

“We need to designate one of the adults in your group as the individual respon-
sible for filling out the questionnaire. Who is willing to actually write in your
group’s answers?”’

The consenting person was thanked, given the questionnaire, and asked to identify
which kind of group they were travelling as — family, friends, family and friends, a
tour group, alone, or some other group. The respondent was also asked the number
of people in the group and his or her age. Again, the respondent was thanked, con-
sistent with exchange principles.

The final request was then made. Respondents were told that the National Park
Service would like to send a postcard thanking them for assisting with the study.
They were handed a clipboard with address labels and asked to put their name and
address on it. This information would allow additional contacts (traditionally the
most important procedural contributor to high response rates) to be made. They
were also told that the postcard would remind them to return the questioﬁnaire since
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their input was crucial to the study’s success. Finally, the visitor group was thanked
for their opinions, told once more that their feedback was important to the park’s
managers, and encouraged to enjoy their visit. :

We reasoned that the request to provide name and address was potentially the most
“costly” aspect of the interaction sequence, even more so than being asked to com-
plete the questionnaire. Therefore, this request was positioned last and made in con-
junction with a promise to send them the picture postcard thank you. By extending
the interaction over a period of a few minutes, rather than being confined to a few
seconds as in the traditional procedure, time was allowed for an interchange of suffi-
cient length that it would be memorable. Further, ending the interaction with the
expectation of a thank you was designed to encourage respondent’s feelings of the
need to return the questionnaire.

Approximately two weeks later, each respondent was sent a glossy color postcard
depicting a park scene that might have been seen by the questionnaire recipient. It
contained a brief message from the park superintendent thanking them for partici-
pating in the visitor survey. It was reasoned that this postcard would have particular
reward value to the respondents, reminding them of where they had just visited, and
being similar to a card they might have sent friends or relatives while visiting the park.
It also requested that if the questionnaire had not yet been returned that it be done at
their earliest convenience. Two weeks later, nonrespondents in selected parks were
sent a special letter emphasizing the importance of this study and expressing hope
they would still be able to return a questionnaire; a replacement questionnaire was
enclosed in case the original one had been misplaced.

6. Results
Tables 1 and 2 show response rates for the traditional and new procedures, respectively.

Table 1. Response to traditional procedure (1985—1987)

©) ) 2 3) “4) ) (6)
Number Initial Number of

Number of groups refusal questionnaires Completion Response

of groups who accepted rate returned rate (%) rate (%)
Park contacted questionnaires (%) (N) (col.4/col.2) (col.4/col.1)
North
Cascades 791 769 2.8 333 43.3 42.1
Crater Lake 1,036 1,021 1.4 522 51.1 50.4
Gettysburg 1,115 1,093 2.0 454 41.5 40.7
Valley Forge 789 782 0.9 353 45.1 44.7
Colonial 2,216 2,209 0.3 812 36.8 36.6
Grand Teton 1,516 1,500 1.1 499 333 32.9
Harpers Ferry 925 920 0.5 331 36.0 35.8
Mesa Verde 863 850 1.5 358 42.1 41.5
Shenandoah 2,974 2,960 0.5 1,008 34.1 33.9
Yellowstone 3,029 2,716 10.3 845 31.1 27.9
Independence 4,415 4,246 3.8 1,365 32.1 30.9

MEAN 1,788 1,733 2.3 625 38.8 37.9°
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Under the traditional procedure the mean response rate for the 11 parks was 37.9%
with individual response rates ranging from 27.9% to 50.4%. In contrast, the average
response rate for the studies using the new procedure was 75.4%, with the range being
62.7% to 84.8%. Thus, the new procedure elicited a response rate nearly double the
response for the traditional procedure. It is noteworthy that the lowest individual
study response rate for the new procedure is 12.3 percentage points above the highest
single response rate for the traditional procedure. These results leave little doubt that
the new procedure is substantially more effective in generating high response than the
traditional procedure.

These response rates take into account the initial refusal rates at the time the ques-
tionnaires were distributed. Not surprisingly, the initial refusal rate for the new pro-
cedure is somewhat higher (6.6%) than for the traditional procedure (2.3%),
indicating that a few more people explicitly refused to cooperate when the more
intense methods of the new procedure were used. Interviewers were instructed to
stress the voluntary nature of study participation.

It is also apparent that different elements of the new procedure contributed to the
final response rates. By the time the postcard thank you/reminder had been mailed,
responses were slowing to only a few each day, as is typical for mail surveys. By com-
paring the response rate five days following that mailing to the completion rate five
days following the mailing of a second follow-up, we have an approximate measure
of the postcard effect. It can be seen in Table 2 that the average response prior to
the postcard effect was 54.4%, nearly 17 percentage points higher than the average
final response obtained from the traditional procedure. The response measure for
the postcard effect shows that the average response rate increased nearly nine percen-
tage points to 63%. Thus, part of the increase over the traditional procedure is clearly
attributable to the contact procedures themselves, and part is attributable to the mail-
ing of the postcard thank you.

In those few cases when a third follow-up with a replacement questionnaire was
implemented, it can be seen that a significant increase also occurred, confirming
that each element had a measurable effect on the overall response rate.

7. Discussion

The new procedure developed for this study consistently produced mail-back
response rates double those obtained by simply handing questionnaires to people
and asking that they be returned. Although a strictly experimental design could not
be employed, the magnitude of the differences and the consistency of findings across
similar populations of park visitors leaves little doubt that the new procedure works,
even resulting in response rates somewhat above those normally obtained in well-
designed mail surveys.

The basis for choosing which parks received the traditional vs. the new procedure
was entirely separate from the study objectives and beyond the control of the
researchers. However, in both cases the parks were from widely scattered regions
of the United States, including some from eastern as well as western states. One
park, Yellowstone, was in both groups, thus making those results of particular
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interest. In this park, the traditional procedure obtained a response rate of 27.9% vs.
76.0% for the new one. We can find no reason that the time differences (1985-87 for
the traditional procedure vs. 1988—90 for the new procedure) for the application of
the two procedures could account for the very large and consistent differences noted
across the two treatment groups.

We cannot conclude whether a particular aspect(s) of the new procedure or the
overall combination of elements was responsible for the substantial improvements
in response. This study was not designed for that purpose.

However, the results do show that each of the three aspects of the new procedure
produce an increment of response. These aspects include effects from the initial inter-
action sequence (as measured by response prior to sending the thank you), and the
postcard follow-up (as measured by the additional increment of response obtained
prior to any additional contact). In only a few parks an additional mail contact con-
sisting of a letter and a replacement questionnaire was used, the effect of which is mea-
sured by the final measure of response. Clearly the personal contact for the new
procedure resulted in people being far more likely to return questionnaires indepen-
dent of any follow-up efforts than for the traditional procedure (54.4% five days after
the postcard follow-up to the new procedure vs. the 38.8% final completion rate for
the traditional procedure). Whether the responsible elements were the applications of
foot-in-the-door or social exchange, the combining of the two sets of principles or
something else, is unclear. It is also possible that the longer time required for the
new procedure to be implemented, compared to the traditional procedure, simply
resulted in the request being more memorable — being stored in people’s long-term
rather than short-term memory. These are issues for future research.

It is also unclear exactly what the role of the picture postcard, which we assumed to
have reward value to the respondents, really was. Perhaps a regular postcard would
work just as well. These unanswered questions suggest the need for strict experimental
studies that will provide answers to these questions.

Nonetheless, the findings reported here have practical importance. We have
demonstrated an ability to obtain high response rates to mail-back questionnaires
in an instance where a prior list of a population did not exist. Thus, this method pro-
vides potential for overcoming one of the major limitations of mail surveys, the prob-
lem of obtaining high response rates from populations which can be sampled by direct
contact but for which personally addressed letters cannot initially be sent. Just as a
holistic set of procedures, such as the Total Design Method (TDM), has been applied
in thousands of survey situations without knowing precisely which individual compo-
nents contribute to producing high response rates (Dillman 1991), these aspects
within the new procedure might similarly be applied.

One such population is household samples of the general public in which surveys
are hand-delivered to occupants (whose names are not known) at sampled addresses.”
Instead of simply handing a questionnaire to the selected occupant and asking if he or
she would complete and return the questionnaire, as done in the traditional procedure
2 Delivery of self-administered questionnaires to households may be considerably more cost-effective than

conducting face-to-face interviews because of the ability of interviewers (deliverers) to contact so many
more households within a given amount of time (Melevin et al., 1991).
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reported here, one might develop a lengthier, more complex interaction opportunity
as described for the new procedure. The caller might first explain the reason for the
survey and ask if he or she would answer three short questions now and then complete
a brief attractively designed questionnaire. After that is accomplished the caller could
then ask for an address confirmation and name on a clipboard so that a thank you can
be sent to them by the director of the study, or to contact them in case the first ques-
tionnaire is misplaced. A picture postcard thank you (appropriate to the theme of the
study) could be sent, as in the case of the park studies.

An adaptation for museum studies might be to ask people to step to the side of the
entrance and talk to one of the museum’s “docents,” appropriately dressed with offi-
cial name tag or other marks of recognition, about a study they are doing following a
similar procedure. In this case the postcard that is sent might reasonably be a picture
of a popular or new piece of art in the museum.

These suggested applications are by no means a substitute for experimental
research of a theoretical nature to assess the precise role of different motivational
components, or tests of the exact procedure used here in other populations. However,
until such research is done, the new procedure described here offers promise of
improving response rates over the simple and relatively ineffective procedure of sim-
ply handing a questionnaire to people and asking them to fill it out.
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