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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Today Nadia and I are going to talk about an experiment we conducted to examine the effects of how two different forms of addressing households affected response rates, data quality, and costs in mail survey that used an address-based sample.
We would like to acknowledge our collaborators at the UW Survey Center, Jennifer Dykema and Kelly Elver.
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We will begin by providing some background on Address Based Sampling and personalization. 
We will then discuss the methodology used and the results of the experiment.
We will finish by discussing the limitations and strengths of the study and what we learned.
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Let’s gets started with some background



Researchers increasingly likely to collect data by mail

• Declines in response rates for telephone surveys

• Declines in coverage for Random Digit Dial (RDD) 
telephone surveys

• Availability of Computerized Delivery Sequence File 
(CDSF) & address-based sampling (ABS) methods
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Researchers examining outcomes in general population surveys are increasingly likely to conduct some or all of their data collection using a mail survey due to several factors.
These include
Declines in response rates for telephone surveys
Declines in coverage for Random Digit Dial (RDD) telephone surveys
Availability of the US Postal Services Computerized Delivery Sequence File



The CDSF and ABS facilitate mail survey methodology

• Computerized Delivery Sequence Files 
(CDSF)

• United States Postal Service database

• Sampling vendors access CDSF

• Combine with other resources

• Nearly complete coverage of all US 
households

• Researchers can request matching a name 
to the household by sample vendors
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This may be repetitive for some of you, but we want to make sure we are all on the same page. 
Address Based Sampling, or ABS, is sampling from address frames based on US Postal Service files. The US Postal service has a database called the Computerized Delivery Sequence Files which contains all delivery point addresses. 
Sampling vendors have access to this database, and in combination with other resources, use it to create an extremely accurate frame from which to draw a random sample of households. 
A record in an ABS sample is the address of the household but researchers can ask sample vendors to perform a matching function and add names to the file
In an ABS sample file vendors typically conduct reverse directory searches in order to match a name to a household. 



Reasons not to use names

• How good are the names?

• Not all addresses can be matched to a name

• About 85% matches (Fahimi and Kulp, 2009)

• Not all matches are accurate

• AAPOR Task Force Report on Address-based Sampling 

• Recommends not matching names to addresses

• Past research – no effect on response rates

• Link et al. (2008) – Cases with a surname match

• “Current STATE Resident” or “The SURNAME 
Household”
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Researchers are immediately confronted with decisions about what do with the names.
Thinking about reasons NOT to use surnames there are two issues to consider
First, it’s not possible to match the name of the householder to the address for a substantial proportion of the sample. Fahimi and Kulp estimate that for a good sample about 85% of the addresses can be matched to names.
Second, among those addresses for which a name is matched, some proportion is likely to be incorrect. Researchers have not systematically looked at the accuracy of household name match from vendor data. But comparison of other variables provided by sample vendors, for example age and number of children in the household, to self-reports from survey data shows that some variables disagree with what respondents report. 
The recently released AAPOR Task Force Report on ABS recommends not to match names to addresses for most purposes. 
And a small body of research supports these recommendations. 
For example, in an ABS survey of about 10,000 addresses across six states Link et al. (2008) examined  what effect using a surname versus using a generic salutation of “Current state resident” had on response rates.  They found no significant difference between the two treatments of using “Surname” or “Current State Resident”.  






Reasons to use names: Personalization

• “any technique intended to cause the individual 
respondents to feel that they are receiving individual, 
personal consideration, and attention from the 
survey’s sponsor” 

(Worthen and Valcarce 1985, p. 735, cited in 
Dillman et al. 2007)

• Often associated with higher response rates

• Effects on response rate in ABS mail surveys are 
relatively unknown 
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On the  other hand, one of the most compelling reason to use surnames is personalization
Literature describes personalization as a technique that makes respondents feel like they are receiving individual personal consideration. This can include things from using their names, to adding a hand written signature on the letter. 
In an analysis of 9 studies conducted from 1994-2000, Dillman and colleagues reported that personalization was associated with a 6 percent increase in response rates.
However the effects of personalization on responses rates for mail surveys that use address-based samples are relatively unknown, with the exception of the study by Link et al. that showed a more personalized salutation did not affect response rates









Current research questions

• Does personalization improve response rates for a 
state-based survey using an ABS frame?

• Does personalization improve data quality for a 
survey using an ABS frame?

• Is it cost efficient to use personalization for a survey 
using an ABS frame?
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Based on these competing considerations of the quality and accuracy of name matching for ABS frames, and the effect of personalization on response rates for mail surveys that did not use ABS frames, we asked the following questions in our study.
First, what is the effect of personalization on response rates for a mail survey using an ABS frame?
Second, what is the effect of personalization on data quality for a mail survey using an ABS frame? In this case we look at whether levels of item nonresponse differ based on the level of personalization used.
And last, from a cost perspective, does it make sense to use personalization for a mail survey using an ABS frame?
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Next we will look at our methods.



Methods: Sampling Strategy & Experimental Design
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ABS Sample 

(n = 2,000)

Matched 

87.4% 

(n = 1,748)

The “Surname” 
Household  

(n = 874)

Wisconsin 
Resident 

(n = 874)

Unmatched

12.6% 

(n = 252)

Treatment 1 Treatment 2
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We purchased an ABS sample of 2,000 households from Survey Sampling International 
The vendor was able to match a name to an address for 87.4% of the cases; 12.6% of the addresses came without a name match
For the purpose of the experiment we randomly assigned cases from the named sample to conditions in which sample units were addressed as: the name provided by the company (i.e. “The [SURNAME] Household”) versus “Wisconsin Resident”





Methods: Survey Administration
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Contacts Week 1 Week 2 Week 5 Week 9

Initial 
Invitation

First 
Reminder

Second 
Reminder

Final 
Reminder
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The study design was a 4-contact protocol. 
The initial invitation was a Full mailing, that included a cover letter, postage-paid return envelope, $2 incentive and questionnaire
Five days later – during Week 2 -- we sent out a reminder post card. 
The second and third reminders went out during Weeks 5 and 9.
These were both full mailings that did not include incentives and that were  sent out to non-responders only.



Methods: “Undeliverable as addressed” after initial 
invitation

Second reminder – Full mailing with incentive

Mailed to “Wisconsin Resident”

Returned as “Undeliverable as addressed”

Initial invitation - Full mailing with incentive

Mailed to “The SURNAME Household”
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As we discussed previously, for one of our treatment groups, we used “The surname household” salutation.  We did have to deal with some cases that were returned from the post office as “undeliverable as addressed”.  We had 35 such cases out of 874.
For a list sample, “undeliverable as address” would just imply that the respondent doesn’t live at the address. However, for an address based sample, our unit is the household regardless of who occupies it. This meant, that these cases had to be resent, this time addressed to “Wisconsin resident” so that the post office would deliver it to the sampled address.   
Since we wanted all these cases to receive the incentive and introduction to the study just like the rest of the sample members, we included the $2 incentive and the cover letter from the first mailing for these cases. 
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I will now turn it over to my colleague Nadia Assad who will discuss the results of the experiment
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Results: Response rates after the initial invitation by 
treatment groups
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One of the questions that we wanted to answer by analyzing our data, was “Does personalization increase response rates for an address based sampling frame?” 
Here we have response rates by the two treatment groups after the initial mailing. 
We find that response rates are slightly higher for the group that received the more generic “WI Resident” salutation. This effect is not statistically significant. 
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Results: Response rates after the final mailing by 
treatment groups
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This is response rate after final mailing. 
Again, the overall trend holds for the final mailing. We observed a slightly higher response rate for the treatment group that received the salutation of “WI Resident” as opposed to the matched Surname. However, these results are not statistically significant. 
In other words, these findings suggest that as far as response rates go, addressing sample members by  their matched surnames does not do any better than using the generic salutation of “WI Resident”. 
These findings are consistent with the earlier study Griselle described by Link and colleagues
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Results: Mean level of missing data by treatment 
groups
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The second question we asked was whether or not salutation has an effect on data quality. We used missing data as an indicator of data quality.  
We find that the group for which we used the matched surname reported an average of 4.6% missing data, while the group that received the generic salutation of WI Resident had an average of 2.8% percent of missing data. 
Another way to think about it would be to say that the group that received the “Surname” salutation had twice as much missing data on average than the group that had the “WI Resident” salutation. We also found this difference to be statistically significant. 
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Results: Missing data by question and treatment 
groups
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Here we mapped missing data question by question for the two treatment groups
There were a total of 176 items in the survey 
we find that the overall trend, is that for almost all the questions, a higher proportion of respondents with matched surname provide missing data, that those with generic salutation of WI Resident. 



Results: Mapping the path of “Undeliverable as 
Addressed” for the “SURNAME Household” group
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Finally I would like to briefly discuss our final question – is it cost efficient to use personalization for address based samples. 

One situation that is peculiar to the use of personalization for address based samples is how to deal with “undeliverable as addressed”.  
Since our sample units are households, we typically deal with these cases for address based sample frames, by removing the address label and replacing it with the generic label of “WI Resident” and mailing it back. So our subsequent mailings are less and less personalized. 

For this study we received 35 mailings back as “undeliverable as addressed”. 
We sent them back, after salvaging the incentive cash from these returned envelopes, and replacing the address label and other materials, and after the second reminder, 6 of these mailings were returned as complete, 6 were returned as “undeliverable” and we never heard back from 22 of them. 
But the fact that these didn’t come back seem to point to the fact that someone did indeed live at those addresses. 

From a cost perspective, if we were to not use the matched surname, we could potentially have received the completes and “vacant” and “undeliverables” after the first mailing, saving us some energy. 
From a field strategy perspective, the 22 cases which we never heard back from, only received two rather than three contacts of full mailing like the rest of the sample. 

I will now hand it back to Griselle to finish discussing the implications of these results. 
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Before delving into the lessons learned, I would like to point out some limitations and strengths of our study. 




Limitations and Strengths

• Study was conducted in the state of Wisconsin

• Only tested one kind of generic salutation

• High response rate – 50%

• Rigorous methodology for survey design and 
administration
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First, this study was conducted with the general population of WI, and the quality of matched name sample might differ in another location. 
Second, we only compared a specific kind of generic salutation, i.e. Wisconsin Resident. Generic salutations have a wide gamut, and we could be a bit more specific such as “county resident” or “city or town resident”. We definitely need more experimental research to make claims about using other possible generic salutations versus surnames for ABS samples

However, we do have a high response rate of 50% for this study. Furthermore we used a rigorous methodology for administering and designing our survey, which gives us confidence in our findings. 
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Overall we learned a few important lessons that will guide how we deal with address based samples in the future at the UW survey center. 



Lessons Learned

• No effect on Response Rates

• Associated with higher levels of missing data

• Increase in cost

• More project management time

• Additional work in the mail room

• Increase in field period
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First, personalization had no effect on response rates for an ABS sample.  In fact, we noticed that the response rates were higher for those addressed to “WI Resident” even though the difference was not statistically significant.  
Personalization was associated with a higher level of missing data or lower data quality over all. This relationship was statistically significant. It could be that seeing their own name makes people less willing to share information, and not deem their responses to be truly confidential. Not only was this relationship significant for the data overall, we also observed that the respondents who received personalized salutations provided higher level of missing data for virtually all of the questions. 
In terms of cost, personalization turns out to be more expensive for numerous reasons. It requires additional project management time to create separate merges for the personalized mailings and the generic mailings, at each contact.
It also requires additional work in the mail room.  They need additional staff to prepare separate mailings for the personalized survey packets and the more generic ones.  They also have to deal with a high volume of undeliverable mail that would have not come back to us if it were addressed to Wisconsin Resident.
Finally, personalization is also associated with increased field period. Initial invitation packets would have made it to their destination on the first mailing if addressed to Wisconsin Resident instead of being addressed to the wrong surname.  We could have received completed surveys quicker instead of having to wait for the 3rd and/or  4th contact to be mailed.
Given that we saw no effect on response rates and the increased work and cost associated with personalizing salutations, we recommend not using the name provided by the sample vendor in mail surveys using an ABS frame.
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Or as the most interesting man in the world would say: I don’t always conduct ABS surveys, but when I do I don’t personalize.



Please visit us at:
www.uwsc.wisc.edu

Thank You!

For copies of this presentation or more information, contact:

Griselle Sanchez-Diettert

gsanchez@ssc.wisc.edu

Nadia Assad

nassad@ssc.wisc.edu
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Results: Response rates after the initial invitation by 
treatment groups and unmatched group
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Results: Response rates after the final mailing by 
treatment groups and unmatched groups
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This is response rate after final mailing. 
Again, the overall trend holds for the final mailing. We observed a slightly higher response rate for the treatment group that received the salutation of “WI Resident” as opposed to the matched Surname. However, these results are not statistically significant. 
In other words, these findings suggest that as far as response rates go, addressing sample members by  their matched surnames does not do any better than using the generic salutation of “WI Resident”. 
These findings are consistent with the earlier study Griselle described by Link and colleagues
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Results: Mean level of missing data by treatment 
groups and unmatched group
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Oneway ANOVA indicates that the difference between groups is significant with a probability of 0.007 and an F-statistic of 4.99
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