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Methods to improve respondent 
engagement in online surveys



Key Research Areas

Respondent 
Materials Incentives

Adapting 
questions 
for mode

Maintaining 
data quality

Response to 
the 

pandemic 



Qualitative Development and Testing Process

• User Centered Design approach to developing materials and 
questions. 

• Discovery – collecting data user requirements 
• Qualitative testing methods:
 Pop-up testing
 Cognitive testing
 Focus groups

• Iterative process – usually 3 rounds of cognitive testing
• Language used



Adapting Questions for Online Mode

Original question -
face to face mode
Did you do any 
paid work in the 
week ending 
Sunday the 21st 
March, either as an 
employee or self-
employed?

3 iterations

Final Redesigned 
question – online mode

Did you have a paid 
job, either as an 
employee or as self-
employed, in the 
week Monday 15th

March to Sunday 
21st March, 2021?

“No, just 
my normal 
job”

Job is 
an 
easier 
concept

“Well I was 
on holiday 
so I was 

paid”

Reference 
date 
changed to 
reduce 
respondent 
burden 





Leaflet with Pre-Notification Letter



Communication Strategy - Test

Invitation 
and 2 

reminders

Pre-
notification, 

Invitation 
and 1 

Reminder

Invitation 
and 1 

reminder

• We tested 3 different communication strategies, using 
combinations of these materials, to see which yielded the 
highest response rates. 

• We also tested if the day of the week letters were despatched 
made a difference to response rates. 



Communications Strategy – Test Results

18.8% Wednesday 17.4% Friday

19.5% Invitation
2 Reminders 18.4%

Pre-Note
Invitation
1 Reminder

16.3% Invitation
1 Reminder

• Letter Combinations:

• Letter Dispatch Day:



Brown versions 
also…

Envelope 
branding and 
colour -
Quantitative 
testing



Envelope Colour – Test Results

18.4% Brown
Envelope

17.7% White
Envelope



Envelope Branding – Test Results

Country With branding 
(%)

Without 
branding (%)

Total (%)

England - - 19.6
Scotland 16.8 17.2 17.0
Wales 18.0 17.4 17.7



Incentives

• We also looked at the impact of using different incentives to improve 
response rate. 

• We compared the use of monetary incentives (gift voucher) with non-
monetary incentives (reusable shopping bag)

• We also compared the use of conditional incentives with unconditional 
incentives 

• We tested 4 experimental conditions:

£5 
unconditional 

and £10 
conditional 

gift vouchers

£5 
unconditional 
gift voucher

Reusable 
shopping 

bag

No 
incentive



Incentives - Test Results

27.5% Shopping 
Bag

30.5% £5 unconditional / 
£10 conditional

28.9% £5 unconditional

22.3% No Incentive

• Overall (adjusted for 95% eligibility):



Incentives  - Test Results

£5.33 £5 conditional

£1.33 Shopping Bag £15.72 £5 unconditional / 
£10 conditional

£0.33 No Incentive

• Cost & Effectiveness:



Discussion Time!

• What materials do you send to respondents in your country? 
(E.g. invitation letter, reminder letter, thank you letter)

• Do you adapt materials for different population groups in your 
country? 

• Have you ever used any monetary (e.g. £5 voucher) or non-
monetary incentives (e.g. a re-useable shopping bag) to 
improve response to surveys in your country?

• If so, are these effective in improving response rates? 



1) Adapting online surveys during the pandemic

2) Maintaining quality when delivering at pace



Changes due to the Pandemic

• Designing Surveys at a fast pace
• New and Changing Requirements

oRequirement to implement an online survey within a month
oNew question requirements
oRequirement to use the online Labour Market Survey (LMS) 

as a sub sample for new surveys: Covid-19 Infection Survey 
and Opinions Survey



Responding to the pandemic with iterative analysis 
and design

Use the survey data to respond to new 
requirements and to refine the survey

• Prompt and continuous analysis of:
• Response data
• Paradata 
• Characteristic profile of responders

• To identify change, problems and where
• improvements could be made

• Iterative evaluation and continuous 
development of the survey design 
(questionnaire, materials, field processes)



Response data

Response had changed in many ways 
• Face to Face response stopped
• Online response had room for 

improvement
• Day of completion had changed –

no longer peaking at the weekend
• Time taken to complete the survey 

could also be improved



Encouraging quicker response

Requirement: The Covid-19 Infection Survey required us to 
process the data as quick as possible to produce key statistics for 
government

Our analysis of response data prompted us to:
• reduce the field period from 2 weeks to 10 days to encourage a quicker 

response 
• experiment with changing the ‘landing day’ of materials to account for 

increased working from home/staying at home and postal delays 
• increase the incentive to £25 to encourage response 
• introduce a second reminder to improve response



Paradata
“Data automatically generated when respondents answer online surveys”

e.g. Device type, browser type, question ‘drop-out’ 

 Provide valuable insight into respondent interaction with the survey
 Allow us to monitor quality

 Type of Device/Browser
 Discovered problems with IPADs 

 Survey ‘drop out’ and non-response
 No identified problems
 Consistent with previous tests

 Number of times a respondent ‘accessed’ the survey
 Consistent with previous tests
 Reassurance of good user experience



Who is responding to our survey?

• Explore characteristic profile of respondents
• Compare with other surveys

• Labour Market Survey 2019 (mixed mode test)
Under-representing 

o Younger age groups
o Younger males
o Deprived areas

• LMS (Beta) 2020 (Online only survey launched 
during Covid19)

o Bias grown during the pandemic

Labour Market 
Survey

Labour Force Survey Mid Year 
Population 
Estimates

15 and 
under

3,072 17.7% 12,667,269 19.2% 18.9%

16-24 1,601 9.2% 6,935,588 10.5% 10.7%

25-34 2,039 11.8% 8,950,872 13.6% 13.5%

35-44 2,169 12.5% 8,337,253 12.7% 12.6%

45-55 2,418 14.0% 9,037,207 13.7% 13.8%

55-64 2,362 13.6% 8,042,707 12.2% 12.0%

65 and 
over

3,666 21.2% 11,902,618 18.1% 18.4%



Inclusivity 
project

Objective = to achieve a more balanced 
mixed-mode responding LMS sample

Targeting 
respondent 
materials?

Adapting sampling 
design?

Multi-discipline team



Discussion Time!

• Do you struggle to reach certain population groups in your 
country?



More information is available on the ONS website at  
https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/programmesan
dprojects/censusanddatacollectiontransformationprogram
me

Contact details:  
Maria.Tortoriello@ons.gov.uk
and
Claire.Tiley@ons.gov.uk

Thank you for your attention

https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/whatwedo/programmesandprojects/censusanddatacollectiontransformationprogramme
mailto:Maria.Tortoriello@ons.gov.uk
mailto:Claire.Tiley@ons.gov.uk
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