


2

Effects of contact letters and incentives in offline 
recruitment to a short-term probability-based online 

panel survey

Nicolas Pekari, FORS

ESRA

Lisbon, 19.7.2017



3

Swiss Electoral Study (Selects) 2015 Panel Survey

• Short-term panels valuable for electoral research

– Effects of electoral campaign, causality

– Web-only  once an email is provided, fieldwork costs are very low

• Three-wave panel survey: before campaign, during campaign, post-

election

– In-house, only contact method possible postal mail

• Rolling cross-section in second wave: crucial to achieve an average of 

120 interviews per day during 60 days of the campaign, 100 of whom 

also participate in W3

• What is the necessary gross sample size? 

• How to maximize compliance?

Not much applicable literature, no information on the Swiss context
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Possible Measures to Maximize Compliance

• Letters

– Main question: How to inform about panel component? Possible trade-off

• Inform clearly: lower RR in W1, more enrollment and less attrition

• No mention: higher RR in W1, less enrollment and more attrition

• Incentives

– A 10CHF prepaid incentive in the form of a postal cheque

– To increase enrolment in the panel and reduce attrition, add a conditional incentive for 

participating in all waves?

• Another 10CHF

• Raffle of 5 iPads

– Raffles usually perform worse, but as the incentive would be received almost 6 months later, 

10CHF might not be enticing enough

• Questionnaire

– Make the questionnaire short, interesting, easy to fill out on any device
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Experimental Design

Letters

• Transparent: “you will be asked to participate in two further surveys”

• Vague: “some respondents might be contacted for a follow-up”

Conditional incentives 

• Conditional on participating in all three waves

• Mentioned at the enrollment
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Reminders

• Reminders

– Transparent: « social exchange » (Dillman)

• 1st reminder: thank you letter, importance of the study, asking for help

• 2nd reminder: opportunity to give opinion

– Vague: «nudge»

• 1st reminder: many people have participated, but not you

• 2nd reminder: mention of conditional incentive if applicable
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Overview of Results

1. Proportion of gross sample that responded at each stage depending on 

letters and incentives

2. Effect of letters and incentives on political composition of the sample

1. Interest in politics

2. Vote for Swiss People’s Party (SVP)

3. Effect of letters and incentives on sociodemographic composition of the 

sample
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Respondents as % of Gross Sample – Letter Experiment
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Respondents as % of Gross Sample - Conditional Incentive
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Political Composition: % of Interest in Politics - Letters
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% of Interest in Politics - Incentives
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% vote intention for Swiss People’s Party (SVP) - Letters
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% vote intention for SVP - Incentives
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Sociodemographic Composition – Participants in All Three Waves
Letters
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Sociodemographic Composition – Participants in All Three Waves
Conditional incentives

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Female Age < 35 Married Single HH Urban Tertiary Income>7000

10CHF iPad Control Sample



18

Conclusions

Letters 

• Not put too much emphasis on panel aspect

• “Nudge” approach shows promise

• Mentioning conditional incentive in 2nd reminder didn’t have an effect

• Important for respondents to see we know they haven’t responded

• Better response rates also led to better representativity on political variables

Incentives

• Combined with an unconditional incentive, a raffle for a desirable and valuable item 
works well 

– Boosting enrolment and reducing attrition

– Cost-efficient: over 80’000CHF saved compared to 10CHF

• Positive effect on composition for political variables, no negative effect on 
sociodemographic composition
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Main Survey

• Type of letter used: pre-announcement mentioned panel element, invitation 

not, “nudge”-type reminders

• Conditional incentive: raffle of 5 iPads

• Result: 6’500 respondents to all 3 waves

• Results compared to vague / iPad group in pilot

– Identical % of gross sample responded to 3 waves (22%)

– Political interest very similar

– Lower proportion of SVP voters

– Good sociodemographic composition: young and married closer to register information, results 

usually fall between different experimental groups
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Results

Maximizing compliance

• Vague with “nudge” –type reminders results in better RR, even if more attrition after W1

• Conditional incentives added to unconditional incentive help improve final RR

• iPad raffle slightly better and very cost efficient compared to 10CHF (2’500CHF vs. 
90’000CHF)

• To achieve same number of respondents to all three waves, 3’000 (10%) more addresses 
would have been necessary, considerably increasing postage and incentive costs

Sociodemographic composition 

• Mostly not strongly affected by type of letter or incentive

• iPad raffle doesn’t particularly worsen representativity among any variable, slight 
improvement in young and single households

Political composition

• Vague condition better at including not politically interested and SVP voters

• Incentives help retain those not interested in politics

• Incentives attract SVP voters at first, but drop out more, iPad shows best results in this 
respect


