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Chapter 2

Tailored and Targeted Designs for Hard-to-Survey 
Populations*

* This Chapter was adapted from: Haan, M., & Ongena, Y.P. (2014). Tailored and Targeted Designs for Hard-
to-Survey Populations. In R. Tourangeau, B. Edwards, T.P. Johnson, K.M. Wolter, & N. Bates (Eds.), Hard to 
Survey Populations (pp. 555-574). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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2.1 Introduction

Obtaining survey data has become a challenging task, as response rates have decreased 
over the years in the United States and Europe (Atrostic, Bates, Burt, & Silberstein, 2001; 
de Heer, 1999). Collecting data from hard-to-survey populations is even more difficult; 
they are either hard-to-reach or known for low cooperation rates.

Complete lists covering all hard-to-survey populations do not exist (Sudman & 
Kalton, 1986) and there is no simple method to define these groups (Lin & Schaef-
fer, 1995; Smith, 1983). Nevertheless, researchers have made an attempt to identify 
characteristics of typical non-respondents (e.g., Caetano, Ramisetty-Mikler, & McGrath, 
2003; Gannon, Northern, & Carroll, 1971; Shahar, Folsom, & Jackson, 1996), but many 
non-response characteristics found in these studies are sample-specific and therefore 
not useful for other investigations.

However, based on a literature review of Stoop (2005), there are typical respondent 
characteristics that are likely to cause difficulties for general population surveys related 
to participation. The following socio-demographic groups were identified as being hard 
to contact or reluctant to cooperate:

• Inhabitants of highly urbanized cities may be reluctant to let strangers enter their 
homes and their attitude towards survey research can be more negative (Campan-
elli, Sturgis, & Purdon, 1997; Goyder, Lock, & McNair, 1992).

• Small households can be harder to reach than large households since there are fewer 
contact persons.

• Elderly people may not be able to participate because of health issues (Cohen & 
Duffy, 2002). However, when willing (and able), they cooperate more than younger 
aged households (Groves & Couper, 1998).

• Full-time workers can be difficult to contact because of their at-home pattern. How-
ever, when contacted, they are generally willing to participate (Goyder, 1987).

• Less educated persons may be reluctant to cooperate, although this is not found in 
every study (Brehm, 1993; Groves & Couper, 1998).

• Ethnic minorities are often thought to be difficult to survey, perhaps because of their 
lower socio-economic status. However, in some studies, only their contact rates 
are low perhaps because of periods spent abroad (Blohm & Diehl, 2001), but they 
can have higher cooperation rates than natives (Feskens, Hox, Lensvelt-Mulders, & 
Schmeets, 2007; Feskens, 2009).

Socio-demographic characteristics cannot always explain why sample members are 
hard to contact or reluctant to cooperate. According to Stoop (2005), social involvement 
of sample members plays an important role in the decision to participate in a survey. 
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Sample members can, for instance, differ in social responsibility (Groves, Cialdini, & 
Couper, 1992), values of privacy (Cialdini, Braver, & Wolf, 1991, 1993; Cialdini, Braver, 
Wolf, & Pitts, 1992), and their trust in government and survey organizations (Hoopman, 
Terwee, Muller, Öry, & Aaronson, 2009).

Researchers have tried to adjust their survey designs to address the data collection 
difficulties among hard-to-survey populations. However, Groves et al. (1992) warned 
against applying universal survey designs; approach techniques should be carefully 
chosen depending on the sample. With hard-to-survey populations, so-called tailored- 
or targeted approaches should be developed to obtain contact and cooperation. Some 
of these approaches involve targeted incentives (Singer, 2002), increasing the number 
of contact attempts (Feskens, 2009), and tailoring and maintaining interaction (Groves 
& McGonagle, 2001; Maynard & Schaeffer, 2002).

This Chapter begins by introducing the concepts of tailoring and targeting. We then 
discuss their application in the data collection process. Subsequently, we assess the 
emergence of responsive designs in which response propensities are tracked before 
and during the data collection process in order to target subsample populations and 
develop data collection strategies to maximize response rates or to minimize cost and 
errors. Next, we discuss several panel studies that have been successful in retaining 
sample members over time by being flexible and innovative. After that, we explore 
mixed-mode designs and emphasize the importance of mode preferences for future 
targeted approaches. The closing part of the Chapter offers some general recommenda-
tions to enhance tailoring and targeting techniques in the future.

2.2 Tailoring or Targeting?

The term ‘tailoring’ or ‘tailored approach’ is used in a variety of ways in many areas 
of research. Tailoring techniques are often used in health education studies in which 
materials are developed for individualized intervention (Bauer, 2008). In these fields, 
tailoring is defined as “any combination of information or change strategies intended 
to reach one specific person, based on characteristics that are unique to that person, 
related to the outcome of interest, and have been derived from an individual assess-
ment” (Kreuter, Farrell, Olevitch, & Brennan, 1999). This definition highlights the fact 
that tailored approaches are aimed at reaching individuals and not groups of people. 
According to Kreuter (2003), creating a particular technique for a specific subgroup of a 
population should be called targeting. However, the terms tailoring and targeting often 
are used interchangeably as the line of demarcation between individual attributes and 
group attributes can sometimes be vague (Bauer, 2008).
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Since the beginning of the 1990s, the term “tailoring” has been used within survey 
research. In their theory stressing the importance of tailoring and maintaining interac-
tion, Groves et al. (1992) defined tailoring as “the use of different dress, physical be-
haviors, words, and strategies of persuasion for different sample persons”. Groves and 
his colleagues (1992) focused on the respondent’s decision to participate. In addition, 
they tried to describe specific interviewer behaviors that might reduce the likelihood 
of sample members ending the discussing prematurely. The combination of tailoring 
and maintaining interaction should lead to higher cooperation rates and higher overall 
response rates.

Groves and Couper (1998) continued working on the concept of tailoring and devel-
oped a conceptual framework of survey participation based on psychological premises 
about the decision making process of sample members being contacted. An important 
aspect of their framework is the tailoring technique interviewers use to overcome con-
cerns of sample members relating to the prospective interview. Groves, Singer and Corn-
ing (2000) extended this conceptual framework by introducing the leverage-saliency 
theory of survey participation. The leverage refers to the importance and attractiveness 
of a survey feature to a sample member (e.g., duration of the interview). Saliency refers 
to the emphasis interviewers give to the attributes of the interview (e.g., when time is a 
concern, it is made salient the interview is short).

In addition, the survey design can be adjusted to entire hard-to-survey groups 
instead of only focusing on individuals. For example, people with full-time jobs could 
be contacted evenings and weekends, whereas elderly people can be contacted during 
office hours. Models can be used to predict the likelihood of contact at each call (Dur-
rant, D’Arrigo, & Steele, 2011). In line with the work of Kreuter and colleagues (1999), 
we refer to changing the survey design for a subgroup of the population as “targeting”.

2.3 Tailoring and Targeting Possibilities in the Survey Process

The survey participation process basically consists of two steps: contacting the respon-
dent and obtaining cooperation. Consequently, hard-to-survey populations can be divid-
ed in hard-to-contact sample members and those who are reluctant to cooperate. Three 
stages can be distinguished: contactability, initial decision, and final decision (Groves 
et al., 2004). In surveys where the preferences of hard-to-survey sample members are 
known, design features can be targeted to them (Schouten, Calinescu, & Luiten, 2011). 
Table 2.1 provides a summary of the features mentioned by Groves et al. (2004) and 
Schouten et al. (2011), and shows our comments on the possibilities of making adjust-
ments for hard-to-survey populations. Differences exist in the possibilities of targeting 
across modes, partly due to differences in information available of sample members.
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Table 2.1. Survey Design Features Affecting Response

1. Contactability

Survey mode or 
sequence of survey 
modes

The possibilities for targeting contact strategies depend on the available contact 
information; contact can be made via personal visit, phone call, mail, or email. 
Choosing the right contact mode when approaching sample members can save 
resources. Sample members may differ in the extent to which they open their 
mail, answer their phone (e.g., use call screening) or open the door to strangers. 
For example, young people may be less likely contacted by phone, but more easily 
reached through email, mail or mobile short messaging service (Holbrook, Green, & 
Krosnick, 2003).

Length of data 
collection period

The data collection period could be adjusted to hard-to-reach subgroups. Response 
rate differences were found for several demographic variables in experiments with 
two data collection procedures; 5-day period vs. 8-week period (Keeter, Miller, 
Kohut, Groves, & Presser, 2000).

Number and timing 
of calls

In interviewer-administered modes, the moment when contact is made can be 
vital. Approaching sample members at several different times can be effective 
(Cunningham, Martin, & Brick, 2003). With hard-to-survey populations adaptive 
designs are likely to be useful. For example, people with full-time jobs could be 
contacted evenings and weekends, whereas elderly people can be contacted during 
daytime hours. Models can be used to predict the likelihood of contact at each 
call (Durrant et al., 2011). In addition, the scheduling of contact attempts may be 
adjusted based on the sequence of preceding attempts (Kreuter & Kohler, 2009).

Interviewer 
workload

A high interviewer workload reduces response rates by limiting the interviewer’s 
ability to make call-backs (Botman & Thornberry, 1992). In addition, long or tedious 
interviews, and extended travel time result in vigorous physical interviewer effort, 
and can therefore affect response rates (Japec, 2008). Interviewers contacting hard-
to-reach subgroups should have enough time to contact the sample members and 
their workload should be low.

Interviewer 
observations

Interviewer observations of household characteristics (e.g., presence of children or 
pensioners) can be used to adapt strategies for contacting specific groups (Durrant 
& Steele, 2009). However, the use of interviewer observations for non-response 
adjustments and survey targeting should be performed with care, since observations 
may be subject to measurement error (Olson, 2013; West, 2012).

2. Initial decision
Pre-notification An advance letter or email pre-notifying sampled households of the upcoming 

survey can increase response rates (de Leeuw, Callegaro, Hox, Korendijk, & Lensvelt-
Mulders, 2007; Dillman, Clark, & Sinclair 1995, in Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2014). 
Literature on tailored pre-notifications shows mixed results; tailored texts can have 
positive effects on response rates (Kaplowitz, Lupi, Couper, & Thorp, 2012), or no 
significant effects (Callegaro, Kruse, Thomas, & Nukulkij, 2009).
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Sample member 
selection

If there are more adults in a household it is easier to obtain data since there are 
more potential sample members (Groves & Couper, 1998). When contacting hard-
to-survey populations, response rates could be increased by allowing alternative 
sample persons in the household to participate. Allowing for proxy reporting is 
another possible strategy to increase response rates (Moore, 1988). Furthermore, 
interviewer training focused on tailoring skills to avert refusal could improve 
cooperation rates (Groves & McGonagle, 2001).

Request The actual wording of a request to participate can have a major influence on 
participation rates (Pondman, 1998). For example, when the societal loss is 
emphasized in the request as a consequence of not completing the survey, response 
rates can increase (Tourangeau & Ye, 2009). Also, compared to scripted request 
texts, interviewers who are given more freedom can obtain higher response rates 
(Morton-Williams, 1993).

Respondent Burden The time sample members need to finish the questionnaire and their level of 
enthusiasm might affect cooperation rates. First, pretesting of questionnaires can 
decrease data collection difficulties (Forsyth, Rothgeb, & Willis, 2004). Furthermore, 
subgroups that have negative attitudes towards long surveys could be offered a 
shorter questionnaire (Feskens, 2009; Kreuter, 2013). A self-response option might 
also be offered so respondents can choose to complete at their own convenience.

Sponsorship Sponsorship can influence response rates. The effects of sponsorship may differ 
across subgroups, depending on whether sample members have prior experience 
with the sponsor (Groves & Peytcheva, 2008). Therefore, it may be useful to adjust 
the salience of the sponsor in survey materials (e.g., by highlighting or dropping 
sponsor logos).

Incentives Incentives have an effect on response rates (types and level), and the amount of the 
incentive can be varied across subgroups (Singer, 2002). Pre-paid incentives have 
been shown to be an effective strategy in telephone surveys (Singer, Van Hoewyk, 
& Maher, 2000) while both conditional and unconditional monetary incentives are 
routinely used in longitudinal surveys (Laurie & Lynn, 2009).

Interviewer 
behavior

Increasing response rates entails tailoring and maintaining interaction (Groves & 
Couper, 1998). For example, an interviewer may postpone asking for participation 
when a sample member provides discouraging cues in the interaction (Maynard, 
Freese, & Schaeffer, 2011). Durrant, Groves, Staetsky and Steele (2010) and Groves 
et al. (1992) recommend using interviewers, experienced with the subpopulation 
and adjusting interviewing training to the subpopulation and situation (Groves 
& McGonagle, 2001). It can be worthwhile to employ interviewers who can show 
empathy towards the sample members and who are confident (Durrant et al., 2010; 
Porter, 2004).

Householder/
Interviewer match

Characteristics of interviewers, such as age and race may influence response 
rates. This effect may depend on characteristics of sample members. For example, 
response rates for female sample members are higher with female interviewers than 
with male interviewers (Nealon, 1983).
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2.4 Responsive Design

In 2006, Groves and Heeringa introduced the term “responsive survey design”. This 
approach involves targeting. Response propensities are tracked before and during the 
data collection process in order to target subsample populations and develop data col-
lection strategies that maximize the response, achieve more precise estimates and are 
cost-effective. Key elements of the responsive design are:

a. Pre-identification of design features that can have an effect on key survey estimates,
b. Identification of indicators of those design features affecting the estimates,
c. Monitoring of indicators during the data collection process,
d. Adjusting features of the survey in subsequent phases based on the monitoring 

results,
e. Combining (para)data from the separate phases for statistical evaluation.

The responsive survey approach is mainly focused on the phases of a design; “a time 
period of a data collection during which the same set of sampling frame, mode of data 
collection, sample design, recruitment protocols and measurement conditions are 

3. Final decision
Two-phase 
sampling

Responsive designs can use data from a previous phase to create a subsample of the 
remaining cases to improve representation of reluctant sample members (Axinn, 
Link, & Groves, 2011).

Response mode 
switch

Response rates in the US have declined in the past ten years and the decrease is 
larger in telephone than in face-to-face surveys (Brick & Williams, 2013). A reluctant 
sample member might prefer another mode of survey administration (Joshipura, 
2008). Offering the preferred mode can lead to higher response rates (Olson, Smyth, 
& Wood, 2012).

Reminder 
(persuasion letter)

In some circumstances, reminders or additional reminders can have positive effects 
on response rates (Kaplowitz, Hadlock, & Levine, 2004; Chesnut, 2010). There 
is hardly any literature on the contents of persuasion letters. A study of Olson, 
Lepkowski, and Garabrant (2011) has shown that tailored reminders seem not to 
affect response rates.

Interviewer switch After an initial refusal, a different interviewer may have more success (e.g., because 
of interviewer matching; based on commonalities, interviewers and sample 
members are matched). Conversion of reluctant sample members is important in 
increasing response rates (Billiet, Philippens, Fitzgerald, & Stoop, 2007), but it is 
only useful to contact these cases using the best interviewers, possibly with bonus 
arrangements, and to offer reluctant sample members large incentives. However, as 
Billiet et al. (2007) have pointed out, such re-contacts can be very difficult because of 
privacy regulations. In some countries sample members’ contact information must 
be removed from the contact list after initial reluctance is communicated.
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extant” (Groves & Heeringa, 2006:440). Another important aspect of the responsive ap-
proach is the notion of phase capacity. According to Groves and Heeringa (2006), phase 
capacity is reached when certain key survey estimates are stable. For example, the ef-
fect of numbers of calls on reaching sample members can be measured. These measures 
give an indication of the necessary number of calls to achieve stable estimates with an 
acceptable, cost-effective response rate. On the basis of these indicators, targeted phase 
decisions can be made to reach the highest number of sample members cost-effectively.

The data collection process in a responsive design encompasses two or more phases. 
The first phase of data collection in a responsive design is not very different from data 
collection under normal survey designs. Sample members are approached and often 
little is known about them. However, before the whole process begins, possible costs 
and errors are mapped (for a broader explanation of the responsive design, see Groves 
& Heeringa, 2006). Then, the data collection starts and sample members are contacted. 
The paradata gathered from this first phase (e.g., time spent on calling or visiting 
households, success of advance letters, and effects of incentives on response rates) 
forms the basis for the design choices made in the second phase. In the second phase an 
optimal balance should be found between survey quality and cost-effectiveness. After 
the second phase, the newly obtained paradata is analyzed again to control for costs in 
the third and (often) final phase of the process “while attaining desirable non-response 
error features for key statistics” (Groves & Heeringa, 2006:441). Finally, the data of the 
three stages is combined for the final statistical inferences.

In 2008, Wagner introduced the term “adaptive survey design”. In the adaptive ap-
proach, the notion of “treatments” is used instead of “design features”. The treatments 
(e.g., the contact mode, time of approach, and incentives) are targeted to subgroups of 
the population. The combination of treatments with the highest probability of success 
is the optimal adaptive survey design. Schouten et al. (2011) distinguished two forms of 
adaptive design “static adaptive design” and “dynamic adaptive design”. Both make use 
of data of previous studies on specific populations in order to target those populations 
with fixed combinations of treatments. However, only dynamic adaptive designs take 
into account the information gathered during the data collection, which can be used for 
new phases in the survey process.

According to Couper and Wagner (2011), the terms responsive design and adaptive 
design can be used interchangeably as they share the same idea. They take the defini-
tions of both designs as being less strict; they see “treatments” as targeting of groups of 
individual cases that share some common set of features, and they relax the notion of 
explicit phases. This Chapter adopts the viewpoint of Couper and Wagner (2011). The 
term “responsive design” will be used in the remainder of this section.

Only a few household-based surveys have taken the responsive design approach. Sta-
tistics Canada has used the 2009 Household and the Environment Survey (HES) to test 
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the effects of a responsive design in a computer assisted telephone interview (CATI) 
survey (Laflamme & Karaganis, 2010). This survey used a subsample drawn from the 
Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS). A four-phase responsive design was ad-
opted for the HES 2009. In the first phase, the data collection strategies were planned. 
Data of a previous data collection cycle (HES 2007) were analyzed to improve HES 
2009 in terms of productivity, costs, and response propensities as well as responding 
potential of outstanding cases. In the second phase, the initial data collection, data was 
collected using CATI with two new features. A maximum number of 25 call attempts 
was imposed, and after 20 attempts, the sample members that had not been reached 
were combined for further analyses to determine how to contact them in the final five 
attempts. The second feature added was the renewing of time slice settings (i.e., distri-
butions of contact attempts). Paradata from HES 2007 was used to implement a new 
time slice strategy “to improve the distribution of attempts and collect more informative 
paradata” of sample members (Laflamme & Karaganis, 2010:5). Furthermore, during 
the second phase, key indicators (e.g., response rate, costs, and productivity) and the 
response potential of in-progress cases were monitored. In the third phase, paradata 
from the previous phases and data from the CCHS (which was used for the selection 
of the HES sample) was used to model the response probability for each outstanding 
case. During the third phase, each day all in-progress cases were categorized, the re-
sponse probability of each case was calculated, and the sequence of calls was registered. 
Based on the results coming from the paradata of the third phase, the fourth phase was 
executed in some Regional Offices (ROs) of Canada. The main goal of this phase was 
to reduce the variance of response rates in the different ROs. Although the response 
rates still varied by RO, the researchers expect that in the future responsive designs will 
improve data collection monitoring, maintain or increase response rates, reduce costs, 
and increase data quality.

The National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) has also adopted a responsive design. 
Long before the actual responsive design term was created, similar phased data col-
lection techniques were already used in Cycle 2 of the NSFG (Grady, 1979). Axinn et al. 
(2011) studied the use of the responsive design for Cycle 6 of the NSFG using computer 
assisted personal interviewing (CAPI). They especially focused on the representation 
of reluctant sample members. The NSFG fieldwork comprised two phases; an initial 
data collection and a new recruitments protocol adopted in the last month of fieldwork. 
During the first phase, paradata were collected and monitored (e.g., timing of call at-
tempts, interviewer performance, and neighborhood and housing unit indicators). 
Next, response propensity models were built. Based on the results of the models, the 
survey continued with a responsive phase subsample. The subsample was selected 
by stratifying sample segments (blocks or block-line areas) according to the number 
of cases that were still active and the total expected response propensities for active 
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cases. Segments with a high total propensity to be interviewed or with a large number 
of active cases were retained in the final phase. In the second phase, the recruitment 
protocol was changed to reach reluctant sample members. Only the most productive in-
terviewers were used, more proxy informants were allowed, and increased prepaid and 
additional incentives were offered. In the end, the overall response rates were increased 
by changes made to the protocol.

2.5 Targeting in Panel Studies

Panel surveys offer even greater opportunities for targeting efforts to subgroups in later 
waves. Sample members can fail to respond in later waves temporarily (i.e., miss one or 
more intermediate waves, but re-engage in later waves) or drop out permanently. Prob-
lems in contacting and gaining cooperation can increase nonresponse in later waves. 
In panel surveys, geographical mobility combined with failure to trace moving panel 
members and panel fatigue are two major reasons for attrition (Laurie, Smith, & Scott, 
1999). Panel fatigue is likely to occur after several waves of participation, when sample 
members lack motivation or interest in the survey (Groves et al., 2000).

Information obtained about the sample members in earlier waves enables research-
ers to examine the characteristics of non-sample members at later waves and determine 
the differences between sample members and non-sample members at later waves. 
Indeed, many studies have investigated those differences, focusing on demographics, 
attitudinal measures, and experiences during earlier interviews (for an overview, see 
Olson & Witt, 2011). Information collected in earlier waves also allows implementation 
of additional design features in later waves. For example, the design of survey materi-
als can be adjusted to specific subgroups with low response rates in previous waves. 
Tailored approaches can benefit from the information collected in the first waves of a 
panel study. This information can be used to predict the sampled units’ specific reasons 
for refusal and help interviewers to anticipate their reactions (Lipps, 2012).

As Watson and Wooden (2011) have shown, the decision to re-engage in a panel 
survey is very different from the decision to continue participation. They studied re-
engagement of sample members who failed to respond in a previous wave, examin-
ing data from three national household panel surveys (i.e., the Australian Household, 
Income and Labour Dynamics Survey, the British Household Panel Survey, and the 
German Socio-Economic Panel). Six key findings were presented. Four of them were as 
expected: sample members who refused to participate in a previous wave are less likely 
to rejoin the survey than other type of non-respondents; face-to-face interviewers are 
more successful in persuading to rejoin than telephone interviewers; re-engagement 
tends to become less likely after more successive waves of non-participation; and a 
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change in interviewer seems mostly beneficial for re-engagement. This latter finding 
indicates that although interviewer experience and continuity are beneficial for con-
tinuation in a panel, the chances of recruiting non-respondents back into the panel are 
better for a different interviewer who is also new to the study. Two surprising findings 
in Watson and Wooden’s study were that changes in interview mode appeared to have 
no benefit or even harmful effects, and that non-respondents from households where 
only some of the eligible family members participated were less likely to respond at 
future waves than non-respondents from households where none of the eligible family 
members responded. The only survey in which this effect was not found appeared to 
pay a bonus if all members of the household were interviewed.

Experimental studies investigating the effects of design features on subgroups 
expected to have low cooperation rates at later waves are rare. The most commonly 
studied subgroup in targeting experiments is non-responding sample members from 
a previous wave. Laurie and Lynn (2009) report several studies in which incentives 
were targeted on response at previous waves. For example, in an experiment in the 
Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) pre-paid incentives were targeted 
at non-responding households from a previous wave (Martin, Abreu, & Winters, 2001). 
Among a group of sample members who had refused at an earlier wave, response rates 
at conversion were higher for people who received incentives ($20 or $40) than people 
who received no incentive. In another experiment, in the Health and Retirement Study 
(Rodgers, 2011), an incentive of $50 appeared to be more effective than a $20 or $30 
incentives for two targeted groups (sample members having poor health at a previ-
ous round, and sample members not interviewed at a previous round) as well as for 
non-targeted households. This was not the case for another targeted group—sample 
members for whom proxies reported in a previous round.

Other experiments focus on panel members’ lower response propensities, making 
greater effort to contact them between waves in order to keep addresses up to date 
(Fumagalli, Laurie & Lynn, 2013; McGonagle, Couper & Schoeni, 2011). McGonagle et 
al. (2011) conducted an experiment in the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) 
with treatments designed to increase cooperation to a request for contact information. 
Within the experiment, they tried to identify subsamples for which different effects of 
the experimental treatments might be found. These subsamples were panel members 
likely to move and panel members requiring more than four calls before cooperation in 
a previous wave. For likely movers, the most effective treatments were a prepaid incen-
tive, a mailing closer to the previous wave, and a postpaid incentive like the ones used in 
previous rounds. For the subsample that required more effort in the previous wave, the 
same features, as well as mailing a newsletter between waves, appeared to be effective.

In the experiment of Fumagalli et al. (2013) on targeted designs, survey data from 
previous waves was used to adapt the content of a between-waves brochure. The bro-
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chure was designed for two subgroups with relatively low cooperation rates — younger 
and busy people. Targeting the between-wave respondents appeared to increase 
response rates at a subsequent wave. Fumagalli and colleagues (2013) suggest that 
targeted designs may be even more effective in other situations, such as when sample 
members are likely to be less committed; i.e., the early stage of a longitudinal survey. 
However, the need for reducing panel attrition due to motivation is also more likely 
to be higher in a later stage, due to panel fatigue. In the experiment of Fumagalli et al. 
(2013), young people were selected based on the ample evidence of previous studies 
showing lower response rates and higher attrition rates for this group (Behr, Bellgardt, 
& Rendtel, 2005; Lillard & Panis, 1998; Stoop, 2005; Uhrig, 2008; Watson & Wooden, 
2009). In addition, it is expected that this group has lower commitment or loyalty due to 
a lower number of years of eligibility (and as a consequence participated in fewer waves 
than older sample members).

McGonagle et al. (2011) argue that targeted designs for panel members likely to at-
trite may facilitate contact with these panel members. However, when sample members 
are treated differentially (for example giving incentives to high effort panel members 
only), related sample families of different households may expect to be treated similarly. 
Nevertheless, a study in which the effect of disclosure of differences in incentives on 
later response was tested (Singer et al., 2000) showed that there were no significant 
differences in response rates between sample members who were informed about the 
difference in payments and those who were not, even though the informed sample 
members perceived the inequality as unfair.

2.6 Mode Targeting

As Marsden and Wright (2010) have argued, new modes and combinations of modes can 
be used to enhance data collection. Previous research has shown that sample members 
may have preferences for different modes of contact (Dillman, West, & Clark, 1994), or 
they may favor different modes of responding (Groves & Kahn, 1979). Therefore, mode 
preferences can be used to target sample members as it may increase their willingness 
to participate in the survey.

Hoffer, Grigorian and Fesco (2007) studied the effects of offering sample members 
their preferred mode in panel studies. A question in which sample members could in-
dicate their mode preference for future surveys (i.e., self-administered paper question-
naire, telephone, web or no preference) was included in the 2003 Survey of Doctorate 
Recipients (SDR). Next, sample members who indicated a preference were assigned 
to their preferred mode in the 2006 SDR, those without a preference or who did not 
answer the question were assigned to the mode they finished in the 2003 SDR. Overall, 



Chapter 2

30

higher response rates were found for sample members who were assigned to their 
preferred mode. In addition, assigning sample members to their preferred mode was 
cost-effective as the data collection period was shorter than when they were assigned 
to the original 2003 SDR response mode.

Olson et al. (2012) studied the effects of mode preference on response-, contact- and 
cooperation rates. First, sample members of the Nebraska Annual Social Indicators Sur-
vey 2008 (NASIS 2008) were asked questions about their willingness to participate in 
future surveys, and on their mode preferences. Those sample members who indicated 
in NASIS 2008 to be willing to participate in future surveys were approached again for 
NASIS 2009 conducted by CATI, and in addition a random sample was contacted in this 
first follow-up survey. Higher cooperation rates were found for sample members who 
indicated in NASIS 2008 to prefer the telephone response mode. However, the contact 
rates were only marginally higher. In a second independent follow-up survey, the willing 
NASIS 2008 sample members were randomly assigned to a single mode- (mail only or 
web only) or a sequential mixed mode design (mail with web follow-up or web with 
mail follow-up) in the Quality of Life in a Changing Nebraska Survey (QLCN). Overall, it 
appeared that sample members who indicated they preferred the web and were then as-
signed to the web only mode had higher response rates than the other sample members 
in the single-mode design. In the sequential mixed mode design, no differences were 
found in response rates between the sample members who immediately received their 
preferred mode and those who received their preferred mode later. Although Hoffer et 
al. (2007) and Olson et al. (2012) did not focus on hard-to-survey populations, based on 
these results, it could be interesting to offer hard-to-survey subgroups their preferred 
mode to increase response rates and reduce survey costs.

To find out more about mode preferences, sample members can be offered mode 
choices within a single survey (de Leeuw, 2005). Researchers have been using either a 
sequential design with mode choice (e.g., Tancreto, Zelenak, Davis, Ruiter, & Matthews, 
2012) or a concurrent design (see Chapter 3). In a concurrent design sample members 
are offered a choice of modes during the first contact moment. In the sequential design 
with choice sample members are offered one mode to respond during the first contact 
approach. If there is no response, the sample member is approached again, and is of-
fered an additional mode next to the main mode.

In the 2000 Census, using a concurrent design, higher response rates were found 
for sample members who were offered a choice of modes than for those who were not 
given a choice (Schneider et al., 2005). Participants who responded by web were more 
likely to be younger, male, white, non-Hispanic and non-Black than the ones responding 
by mail. In addition, higher response rates were found for households in dense coverage 
areas than in low coverage areas but no significant effect was found between the area 
and the mode choice.
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Tancreto et al. (2012) attempted to determine the best method to present the Internet 
mode to increase self-response in the American Community Survey (ACS). The study 
investigated two concurrent choice panels that allowed respondents to select a paper 
questionnaire or the Internet survey. Choice panels included a non-prominent strategy 
where the Internet mode was mentioned but not highlighted, and a prominent panel 
where the Internet was noticeably featured. In addition, a “push Internet” approach 
was tested using a sequential design where sample members first received instructions 
on how to participate via the Internet before later receiving a paper questionnaire in 
a nonresponse follow-up mailing. The control group received the survey by mail with 
the regular ACS reminders. Results from these experiments showed that response rates 
were almost alike between the choice strategies and the mail only strategy. The highest 
self-administered response rates were found for the push strategy. In the push strategy 
condition, more people responded by Internet than in the choice condition, and within 
the choice conditions, more people responded by Internet in the prominent choice 
condition than in the non-prominent choice condition. Internet sample members were 
more likely to be younger, Asian, non-Black, “other” race, with higher education, living 
in larger households, and speak a non-English language than mail sample members.

Haan, Ongena, and Aarts (see Chapter 3) developed a concurrent mixed mode design 
within an additional round of the European Social Survey (ESS) to study mode prefer-
ences of hard-to-survey populations and the impact of offering a choice of modes on re-
sponse rates. They studied various difficult groups, including young adults, households 
with more than one full-time worker, ethnic minorities, and big city inhabitants. Forty 
municipalities of the Netherlands were selected (with varying levels of urbanization). 
Newly built houses and low income neighborhoods were oversampled in an effort to in-
clude more members of the hard-to-survey groups. First, the sample members received 
a letter explaining the goal of the survey and their selection in this study. Next, the 
sampled units were approached. The first group (contacted face-to-face) could choose 
between a personal and a web survey, the second group (contacted by telephone) 
between a telephone and a web survey. The third group was randomly assigned to a 
mode after being contacted by telephone. The address-based sampling technique was 
successful for contacting the full-time workers, young adults, and big city inhabitants. 
However, only a very small number of ethnic minorities participated. Supported by a 
marginally significant difference, full-time workers were more likely to choose the web 
response mode when contacted face-to-face than other sample members. Young adults 
were also more likely to choose web over a personal interview when contacted face-to-
face compared to the other sample members, and here the difference was significant. 
When sample members were contacted by telephone, no significant differences were 
found. Also, no significant effects were found for mode choice on the willingness to 
participate.
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2.7 Discussion

This Chapter has given an overview of tailored and targeted data collection strategies 
to increase response rates of hard-to-survey populations. Tailoring and targeting possi-
bilities in the survey process seem to be numerous. Nevertheless, approach techniques 
should be carefully chosen depending on the sample (Groves et al., 1992). Some features 
that allow interpersonal interactions, such as interviewer behavior, typically call for tai-
loring (focusing on individuals), whereas other features, only allow targeting (focusing 
on groups of sample members). Innovative approaches, such as using responsive de-
signs, panel designs based on information of previous waves, and mixed mode designs 
that find out more about sample members’ mode preferences, could improve the data 
collection process and increase response rates when surveying hard-to-survey groups.

However, the approaches described in this review need further exploration. Only a 
few household-based surveys have adopted the responsive design approach. An evalua-
tion of the reviewed studies (see section 2.4) suggests this particular design is not easily 
executed. A rigorous communication plan, survey paradata, real-time monitoring, and 
other resource requirements are essential to successfully complete a survey with this 
methodology. Looking at previous studies on targeting design features in panel surveys, 
the opportunities in this field are great; information collected in earlier waves can be 
used when sample members fail to respond in later waves. Unfortunately, experimen-
tal studies investigating the effects of design features on contacting hard-to-survey 
populations and their willingness to cooperate are rare. Mode preference experiments 
have shown discrepant results regarding the effects of mode choice on response rates. 
Choosing a mode might be too complex for sample members, and may distract them 
from actually participating in the interview (Tancreto et al., 2012). If so, once the mode 
preference of a group is known, only the preferred single mode should be offered instead 
of offering response mode choices. However, taking into account the positive results of 
mode choice experiments, the number of choices could possibly affect respondent be-
havior. Sample members might feel overwhelmed when many mode choices are offered 
(Gillian et al., 2010), therefore it would be interesting to experiment with the number of 
modes offered to sample members. In panel surveys, a change in mode appears not to 
improve or even worsen response rates. In addition, Internet response modes are often 
offered as the alternative to the main mode, which is frequently mail. It is possible that 
other combinations of modes, such as CATI and web, result in a more positive effect of 
choice on response rates.

The need to tailor or target design features for surveying difficult populations ap-
pears to be essential. Such features should be carefully designed for the target subgroup. 
Research is necessary to find out more about the effects of mode choice; for example 
experimenting with other response modes than internet and mail. Currently, the useful-
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ness of targeting design features in panel surveys to decrease attrition is undervalued. 
Learning more about effective treatments for difficult populations in panel surveys will 
probably lead to better data collection quality and higher response rates in the future. 
Unfortunately, experimenting with innovative techniques is expensive, and it often is a 
great challenge to develop accurate designs. However, once these designs are optimized, 
the benefits of increased cooperation among hard-to-survey populations can outweigh 
the invested time and costs.






