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Study background, RCD approach

• Reducing survey nonresponse
• Enhance cooperation and response rates (Groves & Couper 1998)

1. “New” Respondent Centred Design – ONS (Wilson & Dickinson 2022)

• Behavioural science framework (EAST), “nudges”
• “Respondent-centred” philosophy: design for respondent needs
• Qualitative studies: formal vs. semi-formal tone; engaging visual design
• Shortcoming: no quantitative studies on overall tone & design approach

Generalisability of findings? Resp. needs OR participants’ preferences?
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Mandatory messaging / formal design

2. “Old” formal, mandatory approach – US Census Bureau
“Your response is required by law”

• Qualitative studies: utter rejection (Dillman et al. 1996)

• Quantitative studies: (Dillman et al. 1996, Hagedorn et al. 2014, Barth et al. 2016, etc.)

“the single most effective (…) to motivate response”
• Visual design and tone: austere, formal, “government” style
• “Compellence” (Schelling, 1966; Schaub, 2004; etc.) instead of nudging

The Netherlands (CBS): (van den Brakel 2008, Luiten & de Groot 2014)

• softened formality reduced response rates
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Semi-formal & “New-Old” + priority

HCSO advance letter development programme:
• ONS RCD-inspired letters (semi-formal/friendly, colourful, behav. nudges)

Promising initial LFS results, but utter failure in COVID lockdowns
• Emergency “New-Old” design: compellence in a behavioural framework
To harness the compellence effect in a voluntary participation survey:

legal references
formal, authoritative, distanced tone
purposefully complicated text & jargon
pressing nudges, invitation instruction
austere graphics

‘libertarian paternalism’  pure paternalism
Novelty: systematic application of behavioural pressures
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2 split-sample experiments, compelling: 
~5 %points significant RR increase

Priority postage: further 1.5 %points
(significant) – only the official letter
 Amplifies official importance
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Study design
Adult Education Survey (AES) 2022 – Statistical infrastructure under IESS
2 split-sample push-to-web experiments:
1. Advance letter styles experiment: 2 improved (2nd replication study) + 1 novel design

Formal, official (Group O): same approach, further honed
Friendly, semi-formal (Group Y): RCD letter tailored for young adults

Top-down: RCD insights (tone, appearance, etc.) & behavioural nudges (EAST-approach) 
Bottom-up: key messages based on recent values surveys generalisable!

“Honest”, trusting (Group H): entirely new, trust is essential in survey response (Dillman et al. 2014) 

candid, open information, avoid manipulative text & graphics (nudges/pressures)
trust in advance (Mújdricza 2022) e.g. by sharing uncomfortable facts

2. Postage modes experiment: regular/control, priority (replication) + early, registered
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Sample

• N= 7996, adult individuals in private households in Hungary
• Stratified two-stage probability sample (77 strata, 88 PSUs proportional to size)
• Random allocation in experiment subsamples
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Study results – Advance letter styles

• CAWI response rates: Honest                 4,53%
Young/friendly 9,24% (p<0,05)
Official/formal 14,22% (p<0,05)

• Demographics: official/formal is the most balanced
young/friendly: 55+ > 36–55 > 18–35 opposite effect

• Response quality: personal Qs, completeness, duration
Official/formal by far the best quality, contrary to expectation

Extra 5-6 %points (3x!) – more & better response for free

Authenticity? True respondent need: office be official?
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Postage modes

• Response rates: Early & Regular 14,46% & 15,57%
Registered 17,00% (p<0,05)

Priority 17,26% (NS) 

• Prompt responding: Priority, Registered, Early
• Deadline effect: Early
• Demographics: Registered – capital+towns, 18–35
• Unit costs:    Priority < Regular (C) < Early < Registered
• Response Q: Priority

Registered Post Office pick up – “overcompellence”?
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~1,5 %points 2x!



Conclusions & future directions

THINK INSIDE YOUR BOX?
• “New-Old” official design: ~5-6 %points (3x) & best Q
• Priority postage: ~1,5 %points officiality boost (2x) & best Q
Aligns with US Census Bureau and CBS findings

ONS Respondent-centred framework? “Respondent in driving seat”?
• Ethics: Nudges = subliminal manipulations – hidden paternalism
• Methodology: Generalisation from qual. studies on tone & style

Formal envelope: Qual. – “threatening”; Quant. – better (NS)
• Practice: “RCD” letters in “threatening” envelopes (Ipsos MORI 2018, ONS 2021,

Wilson & Dickinson 2022)
Preference? Need? Design consistency?
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Conclusions & future directions

THINK INSIDE YOUR BOX!
• Authenticity is essential – true respondent expectation
But:
• Ethics: behavioural compellence = manipulation
Spectacular instant boosts, but long-term effects? Trust?

Authentic & honest/non-manipulative design
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