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Abstract

A historical overview of data collection tools shows a progressive decline in face-to-face and 
telephone surveys, as they have been replaced by self-administered surveys. Technological 
advances in recent years have led to a vast increase in the use of online surveys. However, 
many of these studies have had very low response rates, some in the low double digits. To 
remedy this situation, this paper outlines five effective strategies for improving response 
rates to online surveys. These specifically involve taking the utmost care when accessing 
respondents, contacting the target sample several times, adjusting the duration of fieldwork, 
informing respondents in advance that they have been selected to participate in the survey, 
and the use of rewards. The application of these strategies achieves a significant increase in 
response rates and better sample representativeness.
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Resumen. Estrategias para mejorar la respuesta de las encuestas en línea

Una visión histórica de las herramientas de recogida de información desvela un progresivo 
descenso de las encuestas cara a cara y telefónicas, que han sido sustituidas por las autoad-
ministradas. Los avances tecnológicos han supuesto un gran incremento de las encuestas a 
través de la red en la segunda década del siglo xxi. Ahora bien, muchas de estas investigacio-
nes presentan tasas de respuesta muy bajas, algunas de menos de dos dígitos. Para solventar 
esta situación, este trabajo presenta cinco estrategias efectivas para mejorar la respuesta de 
las encuestas a través de la red. Concretamente, poner máximo cuidado en el acceso a la 
persona encuestada, contactar varias veces con la muestra objetivo, ajustar la duración del 
trabajo de campo, notificar a la persona que se va a encuestar que ha sido seleccionada para 
participar en una investigación, y utilizar gratificaciones. La aplicación de estas consigue un 
notable aumento de la tasa de respuesta y, además, una mejor representatividad muestral.

Palabras clave: encuestas autoadministradas; encuestas en línea; tasa de respuesta; sin con-
tacto; trabajo de campo
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1. Introduction

A review of survey use in opinion and market research has shown a progres-
sive decline in the use of administered surveys, as they have been replaced 
by self-administered online surveys (Cernat and Revilla, 2021). This mode 
of data collection has seen a remarkable increase, as noted in the Study on 
the Estudio de la industria de los estudios de mercado y opinion ( (Opinion and 
Market Research Industry (ESOMAR, 2018), which found that the use of 
self-administered surveys in Spain doubled between 2007 and 2018. 

As Table 1 shows, self-administered surveys in Spain accounted for a mea-
gre 14% of all surveys conducted in 2005. However, seven years later (2012) 
they had increased by 5%, and had reached 27% by 2016. As of 2020, more 
than one third of all surveys were conducted without an interviewer, using the 
online mode, according to the Estudio de la Industria de los Estudios de Mer-
cado [Study on the Market Research Industry] (AEDEMO-ANEIMO, various 
years; Insights and Analytics, 2019) available at the time of writing (November 
2021). The year 2014 marked the loss of dominance of administered modes 
of data collection (face-to-face and telephone) in favour of self-administered 
modes. More recently, the health crisis brought about by Covid-19 resulted 
in a drastic decrease in the use of face-to-face surveys in 2020, a situation that 
has led to an increased use of online, self-administered modes, as some experts 
have argued (e.g. de Leeuw, 2020; Evelant, 2020).

This increasing use of online surveys by private opinion and market 
research companies has also been seen in academia. Scholars are clearly gen-
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Table 1. Distribution of surveys conducted in Spain by the private opinion and market research 
sector, by mode of administration (%)

2000 2005 2010 2012 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Face-to-face 38 34 24 25 20 19 17 15 14 15 10

Telephone  
Self-administered

41 40 23 22 17 16 16 19 16 11 14

Postal 6 4 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 0

Online 10 16 17 21 23 25 26 28 31 35

Others 0 23 21 37 38 37 36 36 38 37

Turnover* 15 12 12 13 3 2 3 3 4 5 3

*In million euros

Source: AEDEMO-ANEIMO, Insights and Analytics 2019.
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erally aware of end-of-degree projects and PhD theses that have used online 
surveys (for example Álvarez García et al., 2020; Ripoll García, 2020; Zuloaga 
Obregón, 2020, among others). In addition, an increasing number of articles 
that have used this mode of data collection are published in academic journals, 
for example De-Juanas Oliva et al., 2020; Espinar-Ruiz et al., 2020; Pierella 
et al., 2020, to cite the first three results from a search performed in Google 
Scholar in December 2021. In fact, this search yielded more than one hundred 
published research studies conducted in Spain that have used the internet to 
administer surveys (in addition to those that have been submitted to journals 
but are still being evaluated).

However, many of these studies had very low response rates, some in the 
low double digits, as noted by Tourangeau, Conrad and Couper (2013). 
Response rates markedly lower than 35% are now common (as the classic 
meta-analysis by Shih and Fan (2008) showed), even when dealing with spe-
cific samples (Dillman, 2019). The few studies published in Spain have shown 
that this situation is not found in other countries (Díaz de Rada, 2001 and 
2016). Thus, for example, Sánchez Carrión and Segovia Guisado (2008) found 
a response rate of 29%; Rodríguez Jaume and González Río (2014), of 27.6%; 
and Sánchez Fernández et al. (2009), of 18.4%. This last study dealt with a 
general population, while the first two considered samples of students and 
foster families respectively. An exception was the study by Muñoz Leiva et al. 
(2010), which achieved a response rate of 48.5% after sending four reminders 
and a ‘submission confirmation’. These low response rates raise serious doubts 
about the representativeness of their findings. 

Advantages of online surveys include lower measurement error (Tou-
rangeau, Conrad & Couper, 2013; Wentz, 2021, among others) and cheaper 
data collection (Díaz de Rada, 2015; Díaz de Rada & Domínguez, 2014; 
Tourangeau, Conrad & Couper, 2013, among others). These advantages are 
slightly ‘tarnished’ if one considers the characteristics of the response group, 
which is notably different to the group that cooperates in the survey (Díaz de 
Rada, 2011; Rao & Pennington, 2013, among others); something that makes 
the extrapolation of results difficult (Sturgis & Luff, 2021).

Against a background of the widespread use of online surveys in Spain, 
this paper presents a number of strategies to improve response rates.1 Some 
experts (including Tourangeau, Conrad & Couper, 2013) have noted that the 
recent development of online surveys means that fewer resources are available 
to increase cooperation. As Tourangeau, Conrad and Couper (2013) have 
pointed out, “it is possible that because Web surveys are still relatively new, we 
simply have not yet developed the strategies to increase response rates in Web 
surveys as we have with more traditional modes of data collection.”

1. Of the multitude terms used to refer to this mode, the term ‘online’ will be adopted in 
this paper. Vehovar and Manfreda (2017) considered the term ‘online’ to refer to internet 
surveys and electronic surveys that are shared via alternative communication networks, such 
as the mobile phone network in the case of surveys conducted via SMS.
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The low response rate of the online survey requires the use of a number of 
strategies to maximise cooperation (Blohn & Koch, 2021; Sun et al., 2020). 
In other words, it is not a matter of sending out the survey and ‘keeping your 
fingers crossed’, but of employing a range of resources that have been proven 
to achieve high response rates (e.g. Brosnan et al., 2021; Sun et al., 2020). The 
five most effective strategies involve taking the utmost care when accessing 
respondents, contacting the target sample several times, adjusting the duration 
of fieldwork, informing respondents in advance that they have been selected 
to participate in the survey, and the use of rewards. 

2. Looking after recruited participants

The online survey and the telephone survey (the second most commonly used 
type, according to Table 1) share the advantage that there is no need for travel, 
which makes it easier to adapt to times preferred by participants, but adds the 
complication of not having an interviewer to encourage cooperation. In terms 
of adjusting to respondents’ timetables, another aspect that differentiates this 
type of survey from administered modes (face-to-face and telephone) is that it 
involves asynchronous communication, so the selected person may answer the 
questions in their own time. Therefore, unlike administered surveys, which 
must be answered when the interviewer contacts the recipient,2 self-adminis-
tered surveys can be postponed until a more convenient time chosen by the 
‘interviewee’.3

Thus, instead of having contact with (or being visited by) an interviewer, 
the person selected for an online survey receives a proposal for collaboration 
by post, email or text message. It is important to note the timing for con-
tact, because this has certain implications: potential respondents are contacted 
before receiving the questionnaire, upon receiving the questionnaire (either as 
a printout or usually as a link), and they receive a reminder to answer the 
questionnaire.

The first communication (before) is called the introduction or pre-notifi-
cation. It informs addressees that they have been selected to participate in a 
survey, and conveys the importance of cooperation, in order to arouse their 
interest.4 The second communication includes the questionnaire, with instruc-
tions on how to answer it, and thanks the respondent for their time and effort 
in completing it. The third is sent only to those selected who have not yet 
responded. Of the three, the second communication is the most important; 
in fact, some surveys use neither the first nor the third.

2. It must not be forgotten that when the selected person cannot answer at that time, the 
interview may be delayed or rescheduled, but this is not the most usual situation.

3. Quotation marks are used here because if there is no interviewer, there is no interviewee 
either, but rather a questionnaire ‘respondent’. However, the term in quotation marks will 
be used (‘respondent’) to refer to responses in online surveys.

4. This will not be covered here, as it is an optional element and is also used as a resource in 
face-to-face and telephone surveys.
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The communication enclosed with the questionnaire (known as an invi-
tation to participate) can be sent by post, e-mail or text message. Each has 
advantages and disadvantages (Einarsson, Cernat & Shlomo, 2021), as will 
be noted in the following paragraphs, but sending a personal message (Heer-
wegh, 2005; Wenz, 2022) addressing a specific person (e.g. Dear Mr. Perez; 
Dear Antonio) should be a priority. A personal message increases the feeling 
of being appreciated for those selected, as they have the impression that their 
opinion is important and valuable to the researcher. Personalisation enhances 
the connection between the researcher and the selected person (Dillman et 
al., 2014), increasing the perceived reward for participating, which generates 
better response rates. In fact, research has found that response rates increase 
between 7.8% and 8.0% when personalised invitations are used (Heerwegh, 
2005; Muñoz Leiva et al., 2010). Although some studies reported that there 
was no difference (e.g. Porter & Whitcomb, 2007; Sánchez Fernández et al., 
2009), a meta-analysis by Edwards et al. (2009) found clear evidence that 
personalisation has an impact on response rates.

This initial message (the invitation) is essential. Some studies have found 
that the behaviour of people selected is strongly influenced by the first con-
tact (e.g. Pratesi et al., 2004), so it is advisable to spend some time and effort 
preparing the introductory message.

— The use of postal communication allows greater access to the sample insofar 
as it cannot be unconsciously ‘filtered’ (spam). In addition, the existence of 
such communication reduces people’s distrust of digital communication. 
While postal communication involves greater effort on the part of the 
researcher, it also gives the recipient the perception that THEIR opinions 
are wanted, as it creates a more personal relationship. Another advantage is 
the existence of a document that ‘reminds’ respondents that they have been 
asked to participate in a survey (Keusch, 2012; Dillman, 2019). The other 
side of the coin is that the need to know the full postal address involves 
longer fieldwork and higher costs (Díaz de Rada & Domínguez, 2017).

  The letter should be brief, clear and concise. It should provide the 
same information that appears in the introduction to face-to-face and tel-
ephone surveys. In the absence of an interviewer to guide the interview, it 
is necessary to provide instructions on what the selected person should do, 
including the reason for the communication (answering some questions), 
details of the organisation/institution conducting the survey, the research 
objectives, why and how potential participants have been selected, the 
importance of their answers, how to access the questionnaire and how to 
respond, the privacy of submitted data, the statistical confidentiality of data 
collected, how to contact the researcher, and thanks to those selected for 
their collaboration (Dillman, Smyth & Christian, 2014). 

  It is advisable to use simple language and a message that appeals to the 
selected person’s altruistic cooperation, as demonstrated by Fazekas et al. 
(2014) in their study conducted in Germany to analyse the impact on 
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response rates of requesting cooperation by appealing to altruism or self-
ishness. Appealing to altruism increases response rates by 4% compared to 
appealing to selfishness by offering possible benefits (either individual or 
group benefits) (27% and 23.25% respectively). Fazekas et al. also studied 
the effect of language complexity and concluded that simple versus com-
plex language showed a difference in response rates of 7.2%, with response 
rates of 28.7% and 21.5% respectively. This study found no difference 
for language tone, as the use of formal and informal tone provided similar 
response rates, namely 25.5% and 24.75%.

  Other researchers, such as Díaz de Rada, Domínguez and Pasadas 
(2019), have recommended conciseness. They argue that the introductory 
letter should contain very concise information about the study’s objectives, 
privacy and contact details, whereas the rest of the information should be 
moved to the survey’s website. The link to the questionnaire and the pass-
word should appear in a visible place, preferably separate from the text (if 
possible, using a different colour font, or bold or underlined text).

— When using e-mail, attention should be paid first of all to the subject line 
of the message (DeAngelo & Feng, 2020; Bernner et al., 2020). This is 
essential, as it is the first thing that the addressee perceives. It could be said 
that it is the equivalent of the ‘envelope’ in traditional postal communi-
cation. A good subject line prevents e-mail from being deleted without 
being read; and, once it has been read, it greatly increases the chances of 
collaboration (DeAngelo & Feng, 2020). 

  Research has analysed the extent to which the text included in the subject 
line influences response rates. For example, Guéguen and Jacob (2002a) 
and Joinson and Reips (2007) noted that mentioning an authority or insti-
tution increased collaboration, while others considered that collaboration 
increased when the recipient was interested in the research topic (Cook, 
Heath & Thompson, 2000; Edwards et al., 2002; Marcus, Bosnjak, Lind-
ner, Pilischenko & Schutz, 2007) or had some affinity with the researcher 
(Guéguen & Jacob, 2002b; Guéguen, Jacob & Morineau, 2010). This was 
noted in one of the most recent publications on the subject (Brenner et al., 
2020), which stressed the importance of explaining the research topic of 
the survey in simple terms by referring to the sponsor of the research, and 
not to the representativeness or accuracy of the study.

  Kent and Brandal (2003) showed that the subject line “Win a weekend 
for two to Nice” reduced the response rate by 16 points (from 68% to 
52%); while Trouteaud (2004) succeeded in increasing the response rate by 
5% by changing the subject line “Share your advice and opinions now with 
[Name of Company]” to “Please help [Name of Company] by sharing your 
advice and opinions”. Díaz de Rada et al. (2019) noted that changing the 
subject line of the message in a study of resident junior doctors increased 
collaboration from 28.3% to 41.3%. 

  With regard to the content of the message, the recommendations set 
out above for the use of ordinary mail should be followed, albeit in a more 
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synthetic form due to the fact that screen reading is different to reading 
on paper (Nielsen, 2006 and 2009; Loranger 2014). Notwithstanding this 
recommendation for brevity, a study by Kaplowitz et al. (2012) compared 
two messages, of 182 and 82 words respectively, and found that certain 
groups (e.g., teachers and university employees) required more detailed 
messages.

  As indicated above, the mail invitation should include a link to the 
questionnaire and the password to be used, both placed separately from the 
text and in a highlighted format. Although Couper (2008) recommended 
placing the link at the top of the message, to save respondents from having 
to scroll down, we consider it more appropriate to place it at the bottom of 
the page to force respondents to read the message. Studies such as Kaplowitz 
et al. (2012) achieved even greater response rates by doing this. 

— The use of text messages sent to users’ mobile phones provides a new (and 
inexpensive) means to access potential respondents, given the increasingly 
popular use of mobile phones. According to data collected by the National 
Statistics Institute (2019), 86% of the Spanish population between 16 
and 74 years of age had accessed the Internet using a mobile phone in the 
previous three months, which exceeded access using a computer (29%) or 
a tablet (22%).5 

  The small size of the screen and the greater effort involved in reading 
on these devices requires more concise information (Toepoel, Vera et al., 
2021), and a link to the questionnaire and password. While the content 
did not change, the length of the message was reduced to fewer than 160 
characters. 

  A disadvantage of using this tool is that it increases responses to the 
questionnaire via mobile phone (e.g. Brosnan, Grün & Dolnicar, 2017; 
Cunningham, et al. 2013; Lugtig & Toepoel, 2016), which means that 
the questionnaire must be designed to be answered on small screens, or 
messages must be sent that encourage recipients to answer using a com-
puter (e.g. Peterson, 2017). The main advantage is the increase in the 
participation of certain groups that would not have collaborated as much 
if other modes had been used, as shown by Revilla and Höhne (2020) in 
their comparison of the collaboration of millennials (born between 1982 
and 2003), Generation Xers, Boomers, and Silents.

Whereas the three channels of communication (post, email, text message) 
can be used sequentially, some experts recommend using the post when there 
is no previous relationship with the addressee, in order to promote greater 
effectiveness (Vehovar, Lozar Manfreda & Batageli, 2000; Bandilla, Couper 
& Kaczmirek, 2012, among others). It is also extremely important to carefully 
document returns, noting which channel was employed (if more than one was 

5. Access outside the home and workplace was included (type of mobile devices used to access 
the Internet, outside the usual dwelling or workplace, in the past three months).
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used). This also requires infrastructure to deal with possible calls and requests 
for information received during the process of accessing respondents.6

The asynchronous nature of the online survey demands a change of strat-
egy in the timing for sending the invitation, which is completely different  
to the strategy for administered surveys. Much research has been conducted on  
the best day to send out a questionnaire, with the consensus agreeing that 
weekdays are better than weekends, although there is little agreement on which 
weekday. Lindgren et al. (2020) found that Wednesday was the day that yield-
ed the highest response in the first 24 hours, achieving a response rate of 39%. 
Ideally, the questionnaire should be received a few minutes before recipients 
open their mailbox, to ensure that it appears at the top of their inbox list and 
achieves high visibility (Griggs et al., 2021). The study by Lindgren et al. 
indicated that the highest response rate in the first 24 hours was achieved for 
questionnaires sent out at 12:20, although there was little difference with the 
rest of the morning mail-outs. 

In one of the few papers published on the subject in Spanish, Díaz de Rada, 
Domínguez and Pasadas (2019) considered that the effectiveness of each invita-
tion channel varied according to the time of day and the day of the week. Thus, 
e-mail was more effective in the mornings and on working days, whereas text 
messages worked better at the end of the morning and in the evenings, because 
are used less in educational and work environments. In the case of text messages, 
immediacy of access to the message should be taken into account, as text messages 
are perceived immediately. In addition, attention should be paid to the delivery 
status of the message, i.e., whether the tool used has the capacity to identify the 
messages that have been delivered and those that have not been delivered.

To conclude this section on contact protocols in online surveys, it is worth 
noting the enormous importance of this aspect, as demonstrated by Lozar 
Manfreda (2008) and Daikeler et al. (2020) in their respective meta-analyses.

3. Increased number of contacts

It is generally agreed that having a higher number of contacts is one of the 
main factors in increasing the response rate of online surveys, and is also one 
of the most widely used strategies for increasing participation. The classic 
study by Heberlein and Baumgarther (1978), which reported a relationship of 
0.63 between the number of contacts and the response rate in postal surveys, 
can be applied to online survey research. Research (including Sheehan, 2001; 
Sheehan & Hoy, 1997; Dillman et al., 2014; Dillman, 2017; and McMaster 
et al., 2017) has found that increasing the number of deliveries7 can increase 

6. For a more detailed discussion of these aspects, we recommend reading pages 48-52 of the 
paper by Díaz de Rada, Domínguez and Pasadas (2019). 

7. Note that they are no longer called ‘contacts’, as there is no evidence that all mail-outs are 
actually received by the addressee. In fact, the international literature on the subject uses 
the term reminder, which is the term used here. 
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response rates by up to 25%. The meta-analysis by Göritz and Crutzen pub-
lished in 2012 quantified the increase in response rate when using more than 
one mail-out by 16%, from an average (response) rate of 49.5% to 65.6%. 
In their view, this situation was explained by the fact that successive contacts 
lead respondents to perceive the research as being more important. This greater 
dedication on the part of the researcher produces a kind of ‘correspondence’ 
in the selected sample that leads to greater effort being expended to answer 
the questionnaire.

Logically, the reminder strategy requires identifying each sample unit, as 
the notification should only be received by those who have not participated. 
Analysis of the paradata (Kunz et al., 2020) plays a crucial role in the use of 
this strategy. It indicates which questionnaires have reached their destination, 
which have been opened, etc., and provides information on the optimal time 
to send reminders. However, unlike other modes, the online survey has specific 
resources such as e-mail and short messages or text messages sent to mobile 
phones.8

The online survey typically engages in far fewer re-contacts than the earlier 
modes, very often limited to four or five (Sánchez Fernández et al., 2009), 
although there is a large body of research that has carried out far fewer remind-
ers (Fazekas et al., 2014; Kaplowitz et al., 2004; Lozar Manfreda & Vehovar, 
2008; Porter & Whitcomb, 2007, Rao & Pennington, 2013; Wiley et al., 
2009, among others). Callegaro et al. (2015) and Daikeler et al. (2020) rec-
ommended using two reminders, which was followed by Díaz de Rada and 
Domínguez (2016) and achieved an overall response rate of 15.9% (18.4% at 
first submission and 8% after sending a reminder). 

In the study on working conditions in Slovenia (reproduced in Table 2), 
the first reminder (after the invitation) generated 540 additional responses 
from a sample size of 1370, which represented an increase of 39.4%, and pro-
duced a cumulative response rate of 91.2%. It is important to bear in mind 
that most of the responses (403) were issued on the same day the reminder 
was sent, whereas a remarkable number of responses were obtained over the 
following two days (44 and 30, respectively), with a notable decrease from 
that time onwards. This is in line with the findings of studies carried out in 
other countries, which have noted that “the probability of survival decreases 
dramatically after sending out the e-mail invitations. Most reactions happen 
during the first 10 days of the survey period.” (Pratesi et al., 2004: 15). 

The effect of the second reminder was significantly lower, with only 120 
responses, which only increased the response rate by 9% as a percentage of the 
total number of questionnaires. This low effectiveness indicates that a ‘satura-
tion point’ had been reached, which seems to suggest that it would be better 
not to send any more reminders at that point.

This use of two reminders was justified by the large number of responses 
to the invitation, which does not always happen. For example, Kaplowitz et al. 

8. Provided that this information is available in the sample frame.
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Table 2. Effect that sending successive reminders had on response rates

EFFECT OF REMINDER

No. of  
responses % Invitation

First 
reminder

Second 
reminder

Accrued  
response

Initial invitation 512 37.4% 37.4% 37.4%

Day 1: 104 7.6% 45.0% 45.0%

Day 2: 41 3.0% 48.0% 48.0%

Day 3: 30 2.2% 50.1% 50.1%

Day 4: 12 0.9% 51.0% 51.0%

Day 5: 4 0.3% 51.3% 51.3%

Day 6: 7 0.5% 51.8% 51.8%

7 days Total 710

First reminder 403 29.4% 29.4% 81.2%

Day 8: 44 3.2% 32.6% 84.5%

Day 9: 30 2.2% 34.8% 86.6%

Day 10 13 0.9% 35.8% 87.6%

Day 11 10 0.7% 36.5% 88.3%

Day 12 5 0.4% 36.9% 88.7%

Day 13 6 0.4% 37.3% 89.1%

Day 14 11 0.8% 38.1% 89.9%

Day 15 11 0.8% 38.9% 90.7%

Day 16 1 0.1% 39.0% 90.8%

Day 17 3 0.2% 39.2% 91.0%

Day 18 3 0.2% 39.4% 91.2%

Day 19 0 0.0% 39.4% 91.2%

Day 20 0 0.0% 39.4% 91.2%

14 days Total: 540

Second reminder 68 5.0% 5.0% 96.2%

Day 22 9 0.7% 5.6% 96.9%

Day 23 22 1.6% 7.2% 98.5%

Day 24 7 0.5% 7.7% 99.0%

Day 25 2 0.1% 7.9% 99.1%

Day 26 3 0.2% 8.1% 99.3%

Day 27 1 0.1% 8.2% 99.4%

Day 28 4 0.3% 8.5% 99.7%

Day 29 0 0.0% 8.5% 99.7%

Day 30 1 0.1% 8.5% 99.8%

Day 31 3 0.2% 8.8% 100.0%

11 days Total: 120

Total number of responses 1,370 100

Source: Working conditions in Slovenian Science, 2011; reproduced from Callegaro et al., 2015: 21.
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(2012) sent three reminders, out of which the second increased the response 
rate from 32% to 40% for teachers, and from 15% to 19% for students. Better 
results were provided by the two studies cited by Rao and Pennington (2013), 
where the second notification added around 25% of the responses, and the 
third 10-11%.

Dillman, Smyth and Christian (2014) pointed out that the third reminder 
works reasonably well, and recommended the use of up to six contacts (invita-
tion and five reminders), depending on the survey’s needs and objectives. In 
fact, Dillman et al. (2014) recommended not setting the number of reminders 
in advance, but deciding on the number of reminders based on how the data 
collection process progresses. However, Sánchez Fernández et al. (2009) and 
Deutskens (2004) considered that sending more than four or five reminders 
does not lead to significant increases in response rates, as there is a ‘saturation 
point’ in the reception and reading of e-mail messages.

Dillman et al. (2014) recommended tailoring the content of each reminder. 
In other words, they found that repeatedly sending the same message did not 
produce substantial increases in response rates (Dillman, 2021), and it was 
necessary to adapt the message to each circumstance:

— The first reminder (second contact, after the invitation) should stress the 
importance of the survey by using different words to those used in the invi-
tation, attach the URL and the access code, and emphasise that response 
time is important.

  The subject of the message should also be changed: the research title men-
tioned in the invitation, “WSU [Washington State University] Student Experi-
ence Survey Invitation” was changed to “Voice Your Opinions about WSU”.

  It is normally dispatched three days later.
  The second reminder (third contact), sent six days after the previous 

reminder, emphasised the importance of the recipient’s participation and 
thanked them for it. A brief reference was made to the purpose of the 
study, focusing the discussion on the importance of collecting opinions 
from as many people as possible.

  The subject of the email was changed to “How do you rate WSU?” 
— The third reminder (fourth contact), sent 19 days after the second, again 

emphasised the importance of contacting as many participants as possible, 
specifically encouraging those who had not yet collaborated to do so. The 
importance of the study and the positive effects of responding to it were 
also mentioned.

  The subject of the message, in this case, was “Help WSU Understand 
the Student Experience”.

— The fourth reminder (fifth contact), sent six days after the previous one, 
noted in a friendly way that the study was about to end, and that there 
was little time left to complete the questionnaire if they wished to be part 
of the survey. The subject of the email changed to “Last Chance to Help 
WSU Understand the Student Experience”.
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These changes to the content of the messages were accompanied by four 
recommendations regarding writing: use full stops separating sentences, and 
capital letters after each full stop; avoid writing the whole text in capital letters; 
do not use acronyms; and avoid using special characters and other symbols. In 
short, the idea is to avoid the informal style that is typically found in emails 
(Lorainer, 2014) in order to maintain the seriousness and professionalism of 
the research (DeAngelo & Feng, 2020).

These four contacts, administered over thirty-four days (10 November to 
14 December), produced an overall response rate of 20%, double the response 
rate after the initial invitation (9%). The second reminder yielded 5% of 
responses, the third and fourth 3% each, and the fifth a meagre 2% (Dillman 
et al., 2014). 

A greater influence of successive reminders was reported in one of the few 
Spanish studies published to date. The initial rate of 16.33% in the study by 
Muñoz Leiva et al. (2010) increased to 48.5% after sending four reminders 
and a ‘closure of survey’ email. The increases in response were 3.6% after the 
first reminder, 6.9% after the second, 2.86% after the third, and 3.54% after 
the fourth. The ‘closure of survey’ notice represented an increase in collabora-
tion of 5.28%.

Two studies carried out in Spain by the Instituto de Estduios Avanzados 
do Andalucía del Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científícias-IESA/CSIC 
reported a 68% collaboration rate in a survey of a specialised population (sci-
entists) where reminders were decisive, as 15% of the sample participated after 
receiving three contacts, representing almost a quarter of the collaborations 

Figure 1. Influence of the use of reminders on survey collaboration (general population)

Source: e1605 survey conducted by the IESA/CSIC, reproduced from Díaz de Rada et al., 2019: 136.
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(Díaz de Rada, Domínguez & Pasadas, 2019). Similar increases were detected 
in a general population study with four reminders: a total collaboration rate of 
35%, with 11% of the sample collaborating after the second contact (2 + 3 + 
2 + 3 + 1 in Figure 1). This 11% of the total response rate (35%) represented 
one third of those who responded (Figure 1). It is clear from Figure 1 that each 
reminder produced a reactivation of the response.

Despite these ‘good results’, the meta-analysis carried out by Lozar Man-
freda et al. (2008) compared studies with one and two contacts and showed 
that the response rate of the online survey was 5% lower than the other modes, 
a difference that increased to 16% when analysing studies using three and 
five reminders. These results were consistent with the study by Shih and Fan 
(2008)9 and the more recent study by Daikeler et al. (2020). This ultimately 
reveals that the strategy of increasing the number of reminders is more suc-
cessful for other modes than for the online survey.

4. Importance of fieldwork length

Speed of collection is one of the great advantages of the online survey. Even 
when several reminders are used, data collection is very fast, mainly because 
of the large number of responses obtained after the first mail-out (Ilieva et al., 
2002; Pratesi et al., 2004, among others), which is very different to those in 
telephone surveys, where procrastination is common. Axel Brust et al. (2020) 
and Ilieva et al. (2002) estimated that the average time taken to respond to an 
online survey is 5.59 days.

See, for example, the study shown in Table 2, which obtained 33% of 
responses on the first day, rising to 51.8% (710) six days later. This was a 
significant improvement on the figures in Ilieva et al. (2002), which calculated 
that 34% of responses are received in less than two weeks, and 33% between 
two weeks and three months. Table 2 above also shows that two weeks after the 
invitation, a further 540 questionnaires were collected, bringing the number 
to 91.2% of the total sample. 

More extreme results were reported by Wygant and Lindorf (1999), who 
received 80% of the questionnaires within two days. Basso and Rathod (2004, 
cited by Callegaro et al., 2015), also found that 60% of the questionnaires 
were answered 24 hours after the invitation, and 80% after 2.5 days. Similarly, 
Schaefer and Dillman (1998) presented studies that completed the sample in 
9.16 days.

Considering that the largest number of questionnaires are received on the 
day that they are sent, Crawford et al. (2004) recommended taking advantage 
of this effect and sending the reminder shortly after the day when the invita-
tion was issued. Comparing the outcomes of sending the reminder two and 
four days after the invitation found response rates of 36% and 33%, respec-
tively – longer than the study by Ilieva et al. (2002). The latter recommended 

9. In this study, differences were slightly lower: 4% in the first case and 14% in the second.
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sending the reminder within five to six days of the invitation. In a similar 
vein, Sánchez Carrión (2008) noted that the earlier the reminder is sent, the 
higher the response rate: “In line with our expectations, the early follow-up 
had a higher response rate (21.2%) than the late follow-up (19.5%)”. This 
showed that reminder timing does not influence the quality of response, as 
has been pointed out in research carried out in other countries (Deutskens et 
al., 2004). In fact, a study conducted in Spain by Sánchez Fernández et al. 
(2009) compared the effect of sending a reminder one week and two weeks 
after the last contact, with the former showing a higher response rate (28.4% 
vs. 24%), as did another study by Muñoz Leiva et al. (2010), which compared 
the outcomes of sending reminders every 10 or every 20 days. 

In addition to increased response rates, ‘extending’ fieldwork length in this 
way by using reminders makes it possible to include less cooperative population 
groups (which usually have specific socio-demographic features) in the study. 
Cooperation rates are lower among youth and minorities (Rao & Penning-
ton, 2013; Díaz de Rada, 2021, among others), and extending the fieldwork 
period through successive reminders means that these groups can be included 
in the sample. Along these lines, Rao and Pennington (2013) found that late 
participants are similar to never-responders, echoing what has been found with 
postal surveys (Díaz de Rada, 2005).

Regarding when to terminate the fieldwork in order to proceed with the 
analysis, Callegaro et al. (2015) argued that one week after the last reminder was 
an appropriate time to close the fieldwork, although if time is of the essence this 
can be reduced to three or even two days. The studies by Sánchez Fernández 
et al. (2009) and Muñoz Leiva et al. (2010), cited above required 50 days and 
30 days respectively to collect the information (using five reminders), a period 
that would have been significantly reduced if all reminders had been sent on 
a weekly basis (for Sánchez Fernández) or every ten days (for Muñoz Leiva).

At this point it is necessary to mention the 2013 survey of language uses 
in Catalonia (Encuesta de usos lingüísticos de Cataluña 2013), for which field-
work took seven months to complete, much longer than other research on 
the subject. A search on page 25 of the report published by the Biblioteca 
Técnica de Política Lingüística (2018) showed that a large number of com-
pleted questionnaires were received within the first ten days, totalling 11.2% 
of all questionnaires answered (Díaz de Rada, 2021). From the eleventh day 
onwards, there was a low response rate, with noticeable increases after receipt 
of the two additional reminders (sent by post). From this point on, there was 
a noticeable drop in cooperation, coinciding with the August holidays. The 
September reminder produced a spike in the number of people who responded 
to the online survey, encouraged by telephone contact. Therefore, it was found 
that different collection modes were mutually supportive (Biblioteca Técnica 
de Política Lingüística, 2018).

Sending the second reminder one week after the first and choosing a different 
time of the year (without having the August holiday period in between) could 
have shortened the fieldwork by two months. However, using a personalised re-
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contact strategy (either by post, SMS, or telephone) would have undoubtedly 
increased the response rate of the online mode at a much lower cost.

5.  Informing people in advance that they have been selected to participate 
in a survey

In self-administered surveys, Dillman et al. (2009) found that in a postal 
survey, informing people in advance that they had been selected to participate 
in a survey led to an increase in the response rate of 3-6%, although in a later 
study (2014) they reported that this approach is rarely used in online surveys. 
This is in line with the meta-analysis by Daikeler et al. (2020), which found 
that the impact of informing selected people in advance for online surveys is 
lower than in traditional modes. 

Rather than whether or not to inform potential participants in advance, 
research has found that it is the instrument used to inform them that really 
influences response rates. Using the post is more effective than using e-mail, 
as shown by Crawford et al. (2004), Kaplowitz et al. (2004), Keusch (2012), 
and Porter and Whitcomb (2007) , among others.

Kaplowitz et al. (2004) and Crawford et al. (2004) found that postal pre-
notification increased the response rate by 9% (from 20.4% to 29.7%) for 
a sample of students, while Harmon et al. (2005) showed the effectiveness 
of a postal survey versus e-mails with attached letters. The response rate for 
pre-notification by post was 7% higher than for letters attached to an e-mail.

In a sample of establishments where both postal and e-mail addresses were 
available, Sakshaug et al. (2019) found that pre-notification by post had a 
4% higher response rate than by e-mail (7.95% vs. 4.08%); this exceeded the 
difference identified by Porter and Whitcomb (2007), where postal pre-noti-
fication outperformed email by 2%. Compared to not informing in advance, 
e-mail pre-notification increased the response rate by 2% (36.3% vs. 38.2%), 
whereas when the post was used, the figure rose to 4% (36.3% vs. 40.4%).

The impact of pre-notification by e-mail is lower than by text message 
(SMS), as demonstrated by Bosnjak et al. (2008), who found a response rate 
13 points higher for text messages than e-mails. These authors also found that 
e-mail pre-notification achieved the same response rate as non-pre-notification; 
this was in line with previous findings by Felix et al. (2011) and Hart et al. 
(2009).

Pre-notification by e-mail is less effective. Daikeler et al. (2020) suggest 
that this is because with other survey modes, respondents perceive the research-
er’s interest in contacting them, and acknowledge the effort made in locating 
them, which indicates the importance of the survey and increases its legitimacy 
(Evans & Mathur 2005). In Daikeler’s view, this explains why people are more 
likely to overlook e-mail pre-notification than pre-notification via traditional 
communication channels (Crawford, Couper & Lamias 2001). Another rea-
son may be that a large number of people do not actually see the email pre-
notification, because it goes directly into their spam folder. 
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6. Use of rewards

Response rates in online surveys are maximised when incentives are used, as 
meta-analyses by Edwards et al. (2009) and Görtz (2006), among others, have 
shown. After reviewing 32 studies based on samples of 212,810 people, Görtz 
(2006) concluded that rewards motivate people to start responding to surveys; 
whereas Edwards et al. (2009) conducted an analysis of 26 other studies which 
revealed that the reward encourages participants not to submit partially ques-
tionnaires. They found that material incentives increased response by 4.2%, 
but it should be noted that the effect may be larger, because most of the stud-
ies analysed used conditional incentives. Lozar Manfreda and Vehovar (2008) 
considered that the impact of rewards depends on the country where the survey 
is conducted, the type of population targeted, and the subject of the survey.

If postal addresses are not available, a common option is to send monetary 
rewards via PayPal, to make online transfers (Toepoel, 2016), or to use gift 
cards (for Amazon/Telefónica/El Corte Inglés, etc.). Bonsjal et al. (2002) ana-
lysed the impact on response rate of a non-conditional bonus of $2 (paid via 
PayPal before responding), a conditional bonus of $2 (paid via PayPal after 
responding), and the offer of two $50 and four $25 cash prizes. The first (non-
conditional) reward produced an increase in response (relative to the control 
group) of 1.5%, the second of 3%, while the draw increased the response rate 
by ten percentage points. The authors explained the low effectiveness of non-
conditional and conditional rewards payable through PayPal by the require-
ment to have an account, which involves paying a fee (Dillman et al., 2014), 
as opposed to the draw, which involved cash.

Stanley et al. (2020) used the 2015 and 2016 KnowledgePanel surveys to 
find that increasing the (conditional) incentive from $1 to $5 increased the 
response rate by nine percentage points (from 39.7% to 48.7%), and increased 
the time taken to answer the questionnaire by three minutes (it normally took 
ten minutes to answer). However, the change in reward amount did not affect 
partial non-response or length of response to open-ended questions. Most 
importantly, the authors demonstrated the absence of bias between the two 
samples and the similarity of these findings to the results found in probability 
samples using traditional modes. 

Regarding the use of gift vouchers, Birnholtz et al. (2004) compared 
response rates for a survey invitation sent by e-mail along with a five-dollar 
Amazon gift voucher, the same gift voucher sent by post, and a cash gratuity 
for the same amount sent by post. The response rates were 32.4%, 40% and 
56.9% respectively, which can be explained by considering the time needed 
to ‘cash in’ the gift voucher, and the fact that the gift voucher may generate 
expenditure if the desired purchase is more than that amount (Toepoel, 2016).

In summary, the effects of the type and timing of rewards are consistent 
with the considerations outlined in traditional modes (Alexander et al., 2008; 
Brenner & Buskirk, 2022: Gajic et al., 2012; Parsons & Manierre, 2013; 
Stanley et al., 2020, among others). However, online surveys use conditional 
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incentives10 more frequently because of the high number of submissions that 
do not reach their destination (due to spam filters, etc.). Attaching a reward 
to all mail-outs may result in a significant proportion of them being lost by 
not reaching the addressee, significantly increasing the cost of the research.

As far as cost is concerned, it is clear that incentivised research is more 
expensive, but there are many exceptions (Simmons & Wilmot, 2004; Blohn 
& Koch, 2021). Callegaro et al. (2015) found that a study without incentives 
with a 5% response rate can be more costly (per respondent) than one that 
uses incentives and achieves a 30% response rate. An example of this was  
a study by Dykema et al. (2011) in which the non-incentivised group had a 
response rate of 3%, at a cost per respondent of $37. This response rate rose to 
8.6% with the conditional incentive of entry to a $200 draw (at a cost of $66 
per questionnaire answered). The response rate rose further to 15.4% when 
a $50 cheque incentive was used, at a cost of $84 per interview responded 
to. In other words, doubling the cost of the questionnaire (from $37 to $84) 
increased the response rate threefold.

All these situations are explained by the increase in the number of suc-
cessful contacts, which some experts consider to be the major advantage of 
this strategy (Singer & Ye, 2013; Ernsy & Joye, 2017, among others). This is 
a consequence of reducing the number of successive contacts and, logically, 
the costs associated with them. Another explanation is that using an incentive 
involves less interviewer time in persuading the selected person to participate, 
and less time to convert refusals (Stoop et al., 2016).

To complete this discussion on incentives, several studies (including Can-
tor, O’Hare & O’Connor, 2008; Oscarsson & Arkhede, 2020; Oh et al., 
2021; Stanley et al., 2020) have found that “the effects of incentives have not 
changed over time”, and they are needed now that the response rate has fallen 
dramatically.

7. Conclusions

This paper has discussed the best ways to contact the selected person in advance 
of the data collection process, and the optimal way to reach the selected person. 
Making more than one contact with the study unit, extending fieldwork length 
and using rewards have all been shown to improve response rates. These are 
five strategies that have been proven to significantly maximise response rates, 
although most online research uses all these resources jointly. The two most 
commonly employed strategies are to increase the number of contacts and 
to use incentives (Dykema et al., 2011; Porter & Whitcomb, 2007; Sánchez 
Fernández et al., 2009; Muñoz Leiva et al., 2010; Sakshaug et al., 2019; Wiley 
et al., 2009, among others).

10. Conditional incentives are those that are delivered after the questionnaire has been answered, 
while non-conditional ones are delivered regardless of whether or not the questionnaire is 
answered. 
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Logically, this exhaustive follow-up to the fieldwork involves a significant 
increase in the cost of the research, especially considering that (inexperienced) 
researchers believe that sending an e-mail and waiting for a reply is all that is 
needed. Despite the cost increase, it is much more affordable than the cost of 
research using a different mode; the situation is far from that encountered in 
face-to-face and telephone surveys. Using data from the 2013 Survey of Lin-
guistic Uses of the Population of Catalonia 2013, Díaz de Rada (2022) noted 
that the average cost per questionnaire completed using interviewer-adminis-
tered modes was €25 for telephone questionnaires and €70.40 for face-to-face 
questionnaires, whereas the average cost of the self-administered modes was 
€1.78.Using face-to-face and telephone interviews would have added a cost 
of €110,887.87 to the online phase, thus increasing the cost of the survey to 
€250,463.87.11

Another example was the international study by Díaz de Rada and 
Domínguez (2017) in which they reported a cost of €4.18 per online ques-
tionnaire, €0.90 more than the postal survey. If the online mode had been the 
main mode and all responses had been received online, the cost would have 
been reduced to €0.60. These figures are similar to those found by Greenlaw 
and Brown-Welty (2009), who estimated a cost of $4.79 for each paper survey 
and $0.64 for each web-based one.

In an experiment conducted using the UK Household Longitudinal Study, 
Bianchi, Biffignandi and Lynn (2017) reported that the face-to-face survey cost 
£110, whereas the web-based survey cost £5. More recently, De Leeuw et al. 
(2019) found that a face-to-face survey was five to six times more expensive 
than a telephone survey, which was two to five times more expensive than a 
self-administered mail-out survey. 
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