
Statistical Methods (201109)

Barbara Berkenbosch

The Hague/Heerlen 2011

0Data collection strategy

Response-enhancing measures 
for business surveys 11



Centre for Policy Related Statistics

Publisher
Statistics Netherlands
Henri Faasdreef 312
2492 JP  The Hague

Prepress 
Statistics Netherlands - Grafimedia

Cover
TelDesign, Rotterdam

Information
Telephone +31 88 570 70 70
Telefax +31 70 337 59 94
Via contact form: www.cbs.nl/information

Where to order
E-mail: verkoop@cbs.nl
Telefax +31 45 570 62 68

Internet
www.cbs.nl

ISSN: 1876-0333

© Statistics Netherlands, The Hague/Heerlen, 2011.
Reproduction is permitted. ‘Statistics Netherlands’ must be quoted as source.

Explanation of symbols

.	 = data not available
*	 = provisional figure
**	 = revised provisional figure
x	 = publication prohibited (confidential figure)
–	 = nil or less than half of unit concerned
–	 = (between two figures) inclusive
0 (0,0)	 = less than half of unit concerned
blank	 = not applicable
2010–2011	 = 2010 to 2011 inclusive
2010/2011	 = average of 2010 up to and including 2011
2010/’11	 = crop year, financial year, school year etc. beginning in 2010 and ending in 2011
2008/’09–2010/’11	 = crop year, financial year, etc. 2008/’09 to 2010/’11 inclusive

Due to rounding, some totals may not correspond with the sum of the separate figures.

60165201109 X-37



3

Table of contents

1. Introduction to the subtheme..............................................................................4

1.1 Acknowledgement..................................................................................... 4

1.2 Approach strategy and response-enhancing measures .............................. 4

1.3 Scope and relationship with other (sub)themes......................................... 4

1.4 Place in the statistical process ................................................................... 5

1.5 Document structure ................................................................................... 5

2. Proactive measures.............................................................................................6

2.1 Introduction ............................................................................................... 6

2.2 Giving the respondent something in return ............................................... 7

2.3 Providing qualitative survey material........................................................ 9

2.4 Cultivating good respondent relations..................................................... 11

2.5 Liaising with business organisations ....................................................... 12

2.6 Stating clearly why the specific respondent has to respond .................... 13

2.7 Maintaining an air of authority................................................................ 13

3. Effectiveness of each measure .........................................................................15

4. Response still fails to materialize: reactive measures ......................................17

4.1 Introduction ............................................................................................. 17

4.2 Appeals and reminders ............................................................................ 17

4.3 Crossed communication .......................................................................... 17

4.4 Migration to a different mode.................................................................. 18

4.5 Enforcement ............................................................................................ 18

5. Literature..........................................................................................................19



4

1. Introduction to the subtheme

Statistics Netherlands aims to produce statistics that are to a high quality and beyond 

dispute. It is therefore very import that responses to surveys are high. One of the 

determinants of the level and quality of response is the burden involved in 

completing a questionnaire. Although responding is compulsory for many business 

surveys, and Statistics Netherlands goes to great lengths to minimize the effort 

needed, it cannot be taken for granted that an intended respondent will actually 

partake in a survey. Statistics Netherlands is able to persuade intended respondents 

to return a completed questionnaire through the use of response-enhancing 

measures.

1.1 Acknowledgement

This document is based primarily on the following three articles and documents:

• Effectiviteit van Compliance principles in de berichtgevercommunicatie van 

het CBS (Effectiveness of compliance principles in Statistics Netherlands 

respondent communication) (Berkenbosch and Kempens, 2008);

• Understanding the Decision to participate in a Business Survey (Snijkers, 

Berkenbosch and Luppes, 2007);

• Between chaos and creation. Last en noodzaak van enquêtes (The burden 

and necessity of surveys) (Snijkers, 2007).

It is therefore possible that some passages in this document correspond literally with 

sections from one of the above documents.

1.2 Approach strategy and response-enhancing measures

The approach strategy is part of the respondent communication as a whole. The 

objective of the approach strategy is to align the questioning through the 

questionnaire with the respondent well enough to ensure that the respondent 

completes the questionnaire. Suggestions are given in the various approach

strategies for how to communicate with respondents and how to motivate them to 

complete a questionnaire.

Persuading and motivating are possible only with effective communication. It is 

assumed that the content and style of communication contribute to a higher response 

rate, as studies and experiments for individual and household surveys have 

demonstrated. (See also the subtheme ‘response-enhancing measures for social 

statistics’).

1.3 Scope and relationship with other (sub)themes

This subtheme is devoted to response-enhancing measures for business surveys. 

Response-enhancing measures for individual and household surveys are covered in 

the separate subtheme ‘response-enhancing measures for social statistics’.
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1.4 Place in the statistical process

A response-enhancing measure is generally appropriate anywhere data collection 

occurs, but primarily in the following two phases:

• preparation: during survey material and field work strategy development 

(proactive);

• data processing: when the response rate is unsatisfactory (reactive).

The proactive approach uses persuasion principles in the development of letters, 

questionnaires, folders, interview protocols and websites, in order to convince 

potential respondents of the importance and necessity of responding. Jones et al. 

(2008) draw a distinction between presurvey communication and field work 

communication. Presurvey communication focuses on the initial respondent contact, 

introducing the survey and seeking possible cooperation. Field work communication 

is concerned with the questionnaire and the associated chosen style of 

communication.

If the response is unsatisfactory regardless, Statistics Netherlands will be obliged to 

take measures (e.g. sending reminders) in order to achieve the desired result, albeit 

belatedly (reactive). This implies that follow-on steps will be needed even after 

applying the proactive response-enhancing measures with care. These follow-on 

steps are a part of the field work strategy and are covered in a separate Methods 

Series theme.

1.5 Document structure

First the proactive measures are discussed in Chapter 2. An introduction leads to a 

discussion of the following measures:

- giving the respondent something in return (Section 2.2);

- providing qualitative survey material (Section 2.3);

- cultivating good respondent relations (Section 2.4);

- liaising with business organisations (Section 2.5);

- stating clearly why the specific respondent has to respond (Section 2.6);

- maintaining an air of authority (Section 2.7).

Chapter 3 considers the effectiveness of each response-enhancing measure. The 

results are shown in a table.

Chapter 4 briefly discusses reactive measures. There is additional information on 

this subject in the ‘mixed mode’ subtheme and the ‘organization of field work’ 

theme.
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2. Proactive measures

2.1 Introduction

Unlike individual and household surveys, the availability of investigation material 

that could reveal the effectiveness of measures for business surveys is sparse. 

Investigations used in individual and household surveys are also being applied 

increasingly often for gaining insight into business surveys.

This chapter discusses various measures that have the potential to help increase 

response. The measures are applied while developing the survey material and during 

the actual survey. Each measure involves a particular principle of persuasion. Most 

of these principles correspond with Cialdini’s ‘weapons of influence’.

2.1.1 Cialdini’s weapons of influence

Cialdini’s model has six principles of persuasion, which he calls weapons of 

influence, that can be used in communication. The principles can be instrumental in 

persuading respondents to participate in a survey. The principles are: reciprocation, 

commitment and consistency, authority, social validation, scarcity and liking. The 

substance of each of the principles is discussed in the corresponding section below.

2.1.2 Investigation of the effectiveness of Statistics Netherlands communication 

resources

Besides Cialdini’s model, reference will be made with each response-enhancing 

measure to the Compliance Principles Investigation (Berkenbosch 2007a,b; 

Berkenbosch and Kempkens, 2008), which evaluated the effectiveness of Statistics 

Netherlands communication resources. The sections about the effectiveness of a 

given principle refer to this investigation.

This investigation was based on earlier Statistics Netherlands investigations, 

experience of Statistics Netherlands employees and data sources.

Among the data covered were:

� the Contact Centre Inbound (CCI) database1;

� the Enforcement database2;

� output of the 2005 Annual Structural Business Survey (SBS) customer 

satisfaction survey;

� output of the Motivaction image study (2006);

1 The Statistics Netherlands help desk, which respondents can approach with any questions 

and complaints.

2 The Statistics Netherlands department that reminds respondents of their legal duties and has 

the power to impose fines for infringement of the Statistics Netherlands Act (CBS-wet).
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� discussions with:

o CCI staff;

o CoCO staff3;

o field staff4;

o Enforcement Department staff;

o Data cleaners5.

Despite the scarce empirical material, the investigation and the (scant) professional 

literature do provide pointers for a more effective and response-enhancing style of 

communication.

2.2 Giving the respondent something in return

2.2.1 Unfortunately, participation costs money

In 2002 Willimack et al. (2002) described how respondents decide whether to 

participate in a survey. They assumed that ‘survey participation is considered a 

nonproductive activity, resulting in a cost to the business that does not generate 

profit.’ This means that survey participation has a low priority for companies. They 

will consequently wish to keep the costs of participating in a survey as low as 

possible. Something is therefore needed to counterbalance the cost aspect. What that 

might be is discussed below.

2.2.2 Social exchange theory

Dillman’s social exchange theory also holds that people like to receive something in 

return for what they do. The theory confirms that individuals’ actions are determined 

by the return they expect them to bring. The theory has three central elements 

(Dillman, 2000):

1) rewards: what people expect to gain from a particular action;

2) costs: what people expect to expend on the action;

3) trust: the expectation that the rewards will eventually follow the costs. It is 

important for the costs and the rewards to be in balance, or for the rewards 

to outweigh the costs.

It is therefore important for the respondent to have a sense that he will be rewarded 

to the maximum for the minimum of effort. Furthermore, respondents must believe 

3 The Statistics Netherlands department that runs telephone surveys.

4 Statistics Netherlands employees who visit respondents and provide information about 

completing the various Statistics Netherlands questionnaires.

5 Statistics Netherlands employees who correct figures that are suspected of containing 

errors.
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that the reward will indeed be forthcoming after the expenditure. The costs and 

rewards are not necessarily material in nature, and could equally be psychological 

(De Leeuw, 2008). For example, even a ‘thank you’ can be viewed as a reward. The 

reward can also take the form of an incentive.

2.2.3 Incentives

One of the few investigations of the effectiveness of incentives in business surveys 

was performed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (Burnside, 2005). This 

investigation involved offering an incentive in the form of an option to securely 

download the report of a survey. The survey concerned was the one the respondents 

themselves had participated in. The experiment showed a favourable effect on the 

response rate.

Statistics Netherlands started a pilot project in 2006 to encourage respondents to 

contribute to short-term surveys. A benchmark mail campaign was developed as part 

of the pilot project (Boschma, 2005; Snijkers and Boschma, 2006). The mail 

campaign fed back the information delivered by the respondents, and compared and 

contrasted it with the overall information of the relevant branch of industry. The 

respondents were thus able to compare their position with the industry as a whole. 

The mail campaign also presented specific Statistics Netherlands and industry 

information. Mailing occurred in the same week as the following quarter’s 

questionnaire. As well as being an incentive, the mail campaign then also serves as a 

reminder to complete the questionnaire. However, a multilevel analysis that was 

performed for Statistics Netherlands (Vennix, 2009) revealed an unexpected effect. 

The expectation before sending the incentive had been that the companies’ response 

would increase, and that Statistics Netherlands would have to send fewer reminders. 

The analysis did not uphold these expectations: the response declined and the 

number of reminders increased. No clear explanations could be found. A previously 

executed qualitative analysis (Boschma and De Bruijn, 2007) actually concluded 

that the mail campaign had been positively received. The companies state that they 

are pleased to receive something in return for their efforts.

2.2.4 Reciprocation in Cialdini’s model

‘One good turn deserves another’

This principle assumes that the respondent will be better disposed to participate in a 

survey if something is offered in return. This may be a monetary reward, a gift, or 

just some positive gesture from the survey organization.

It would appear that rewards have more effect if given in advance rather than after 

the event (Biemer and Lyberg, 2003). A respondent may have a sense of 

indebtedness if the reward is given in advance, because of having received 

something for nothing. This will increase the probability of response: respondents 

will be willing to do something in return for the reward received.
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2.2.5 Reciprocation applied at Statistics Netherlands: effectiveness

Response-enhancing measures – effect of reciprocation +++

The number of plus signs is an indication of the effectiveness of the response-

enhancing measure, where three pluses denote a great potential effect and one plus 

rather less effect.

The Compliance Principles Investigation (e.g. Berkenbosch and Kempkens, 2008) 

shows that reciprocation can be extremely effective, but that there is little use of it 

currently in Statistics Netherlands. As mentioned above in Section 2.2.3, an 

incentive is sent for the short-term surveys.

Reciprocation is almost always effective in the various forms of communication 

(Berkenbosch, 2007b). Respondents are pleased to see something in return for their 

effort, even if it is only feedback about the delivered data. The fact (or at least the 

perception) that respondents’ costs for completing a questionnaire exceed the 

benefits discourages them from participating. It is therefore important that 

respondents know that they will receive something for their effort.

The costs of participation depend on the complexity and length of the questionnaire 

to be completed; the more complex and longer the questionnaire, the more time and 

money it will take to complete. A pretest study of the electronic Annual Structural 

Business Survey (e-SBS), (Snijkers, Onat and Vis-Visschers, 2007); Giesen, 2007) 

has revealed that respondents view this as an extremely time-consuming 

questionnaire to complete. The companies appear to want something in return for 

their efforts, but get that only to a limited extent, if at all.

2.3 Providing qualitative survey material

2.3.1 Questionnaire content and design

The content and design of questionnaires and the associated communication material 

are important response-enhancing factors. Various surveys (e.g. Snijkers and 

Luppes, 2000; Dillman, 2000; Jenkins and Dillman, 1997; Haraldsen and Jones, 

2007; Dowling and Stettler, 2007; Snijkers, Onat and Vis-Visschers, 2007); Hedlin 

et al., 2005) have shown the effect of the following measures on response rates:

� ask only for relevant information; therefore avoid superfluous questions;

� use well-tested, well-designed and ‘attractive’ questionnaires and letters;

� use user-friendly questionnaires that are convenient to use and avoid 

complex routing;

� phrase the letter and questionnaire to suit the target group, and avoid jargon;

� address the letter to an individual;

� formulate sentences carefully and clearly;
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� ensure that respondents are able to request additional information from 

within the questionnaire (e.g. answering tips, help function, manual);

� clearly communicate the significance of the survey and the importance of 

the particular company’s participation, mention the obligation of secrecy, 

provide information about the survey organization, and convey any 

additional survey information that may be needed in a separate folder or 

enclosure, rather than in the accompanying letter.

Snijkers and Luppes (2000) also say that it is important to ask for the right 

information (ask about what they actually know), in the right way (use the right 

mode) and to approach the right person: ‘Make an effort to find the right contact 

person within each business, i.e. the person who has access to the requested 

information and is authorized to provide that information’.

2.3.2 Clear questionnaires

A study by Snijkers, Onat and Vis-Visschers (2007) has shown the importance for 

respondents of having a clear overall view of a questionnaire, and always to know 

where they are in it. It was clear from this study that questionnaire structure and 

navigation have to be clear to avoid respondents getting lost. Respondents must not 

need to ask questions such as ‘What do I have to do now?’ ‘Where am I?’ and 

‘Where am I expected to enter these data?’. The answers should be obvious.

2.3.3 Survey timing

Snijkers and Luppes (2000) also say that survey timing is important for the response 

rate: ‘The moment of sending out the questionnaire should be related to the 

availability of information. In many cases providers do not yet have information 

from the annual accounts when they receive the questionnaire. This means that the 

survey organization has to keep track of the dates the information becomes available 

at the enterprises, and should send out the questionnaire accordingly’.

Benefits may therefore be expected from coordinating the request for data and the 

availability of data. For example, companies will have great difficulty in completing 

an SBS questionnaire before the end of their accounting period.

2.3.4 Commitment and Consistency in Cialdini’s model

‘Know your respondents.’

Commitment: respondents will be more willing to participate if the survey content 

aligns with their lifestyles, standards and values. It is therefore important to 

communicate survey content clearly and to explain why the survey is so relevant. It 

is also important to avoid asking for superfluous information. For instance, asking 

numerous questions about exactly the same information will annoy respondents.

Consistency: people act consistently with their previous decisions (Stegeman, 2006). 

A respondent who promised to participate in a survey is very likely to actually do 

so.
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2.3.5 Commitment and consistency applied at Statistics Netherlands: effectiveness

Response-enhancing measures – effect of commitment and 
consistency

++

Statistics Netherlands obtains commitment by explaining why a survey is being 

conducted and by telling respondents something of the background. This mainly has 

an influence in face-to-face and telephone communication, since the interviewer is 

then able to convey the information in a personal way. Another important way of 

obtaining commitment is to make the importance of the survey clear. Current 

questionnaires are often perceived as complicated and too general. Inviting 

respondents to participate in pilot projects may generate more commitment.

Harmonizing certain surveys and an optimum distribution of the burden by Statistics 

Netherlands (e.g. through the temporary exemption from survey completion 

(enquêtevakantie)) are also conducive to respondents’ commitment.

If Statistics Netherlands involves companies more closely in questionnaire design 

and seeks joint interests, respondents will have a greater sense of commitment and 

will be more likely to respond.

2.4 Cultivating good respondent relations

2.4.1 Introduction

Survey organizations pay much attention to maintaining good relations with 

respondents. Both a good relationship and a positive image contribute to 

respondents’ willingness to participate in surveys (see also Dowling and Stettler, 

2007).

2.4.2 Liking in Cialdini’s model

‘People are persuaded by people they like.’

People prefer to say yes to individuals or organizations they like. A friendly but 

businesslike approach therefore influences participation. Participation rates also 

appear to be higher if an interviewer has something in common with a respondent 

(Biemer and Lyberg, 2003). It is important that they ‘speak the same language’ and 

for the interviewer to establish a rapport with the respondent.

2.4.3 Liking applied at Statistics Netherlands: effectiveness

Response-enhancing measures – effect of liking +++

Liking is viewed as one of the most influential principles. Its influence operates in 

both the short and the long term. Earlier research has shown that empathy with the 

customer and Statistics Netherlands’ sensitivity to the outside world are of great 
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importance to respondents. This will obviously be easier to achieve when a survey is 

administered by an interviewer. It is important with Internet and paper 

questionnaires to avoid technical language, but to communicate in a clear and 

transparent way that respondents can comprehend. Mentioning the help desk will 

have no immediate influence in face-to-face and telephone communication because 

a respondent will be able to put any question directly to the interviewer.

Respondents will want to be treated with respect, and not as a number that is 

‘obliged to complete a questionnaire’. The use of liking will moreover have a 

greater effect if there is relatively little initial emphasis on the obligation.

However, liking of a person and liking of an organization are distinct factors in this 

principle’s persuasive power. Statistics Netherlands employees appear to do their 

utmost to be friendly to respondents, which is effective (personal). However, 

respondents can be annoyed by research organizations that impose requirements but 

take no account of their circumstances (organizational).

2.5 Liaising with business organisations

2.5.1 Social validation in Cialdini’s model

‘People determine what is correct by finding out what other people think is correct.’

The principle of ‘social validation’ is concerned with the fact that people like to 

conform in their beliefs, attitude and actions with other people. This means that 

respondents will tend to participate if they think and believe that others are doing the 

same.

2.5.2 Social validation applied at Statistics Netherlands: effectiveness

Response-enhancing measures – effect of social validation ++

On the business level, social validation is effective. We are told by business 

organisations that businesses contact them for information about the requests they 

receive to participate in surveys. These include Statistics Netherlands surveys and 

those of other organizations, such as chambers of commerce and the business 

organisations themselves. The companies ask which surveys they are obliged to take 

part in. The business organisations advise them to contribute to the Statistics 

Netherlands statistics, partly because they are compulsory, but also because the 

organizations endorse their importance (also for themselves). The reason for 

respondents seeking advice from business organisations has to do with the principle 

of social validation; respondents participate in surveys because identifying 

organizations (business organisations) say they should. (Although one may wonder 

how relevant this phenomenon would be if the surveys were not compulsory.) It is 

therefore important for Statistics Netherlands to liaise with business organizations 

and business organisations and to involve them in the early survey process phases.
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2.6 Stating clearly why the specific respondent has to respond

2.6.1 Make it clear that they are important

Among others, De Leeuw and Hox (De Leeuw, 2007) point to the importance of 

giving respondents a sense of worth and of the great value of their data for the 

survey. This can be viewed as the reward referred to in social exchange theory (see 

also Section 2.2.2.).

2.6.2 Helping

Groves et al. (1992) state that willingness to help can play a part in responding. 

Respondents will be more inclined to participate if they have a sense of helping 

someone else.

‘Thus, even a simple request to participate in a survey may be significantly more 

successful when it includes an appeal to the helping norm.’

If it is clear in the communication that only the selected respondent is able to help 

Statistics Netherlands, or even the community, he is more likely to be persuaded to 

complete the questionnaire.

2.6.3 Scarcity in Cialdini’s model

‘If a thing is scarce, people value it more.’

Respondents may be persuaded if told that they are unique and extremely important. 

It is important with scarcity to adapt the approach strategy to the size of the 

company. This principle can work well for large companies. It works far less well 

for small and medium-sized companies, and may even be counterproductive.

2.6.4 Scarcity applied at Statistics Netherlands: effectiveness

Response-enhancing measures – effect of scarcity +/o

The ‘scarcity’ principle of persuasion has little influence on Statistics Netherlands 

respondents. Respondents from companies that started only recently, or are very 

small, may well assume that their data are utterly unimportant. Furthermore they 

may be annoyed at their bad luck in being included in the sample rather than some 

other company. Resorting to scarcity would appear to have some slight effect only 

in face-to-face and telephone communication, and with medium-sized and large 

companies. These larger companies will be more aware that their contribution to a 

survey is vital.

2.7 Maintaining an air of authority

2.7.1 Establish your credentials as a legitimate research bureau

Dillman’s Tailored Design Method (Dillman, 2000) refers to the importance of 

standing out from other survey organizations. It is important to communicate clearly 
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that the respondent is dealing with a legitimate bureau, such as a university or 

official body. A legitimate bureau will be trusted more by respondents, which will 

have a beneficial effect on the response.

2.7.2 Legal obligation

Make it clear that the government has made the survey compulsory. An 

investigation conducted by Statistics Netherlands for the short-term surveys

(Smeets, 2006) shows that an enforcement policy has an effect on the response rate. 

The outcome of the investigation is that an almost 7% rise in response can be 

attributed to the introduction of enforcement measures. Enforcement also appears to 

improve response times.

2.7.3 Authority in Cialdini’s model

‘People look up to those they trust, and who have an air of authority.’

Authority is another principle of Cialdini’s persuasion theory. People are often 

hesitant about participating in a survey. Participation can therefore be reinforced if it 

is clear that the questionnaire is from a reputable institute.

2.7.4 Authority applied at Statistics Netherlands: effectiveness

Response-enhancing measures – effect of authority +++

Respondents will be more inclined to participate in a survey from an official body 

than from a commercial company. Identifying Statistics Netherlands as an 

independent and reputable survey organization that works on behalf of the 

government and national and international organizations has a favourable influence 

on the response.

The obligation to respond also appears to be extremely effective. In Statistics 

Netherlands customer satisfaction surveys (Arends-Tóth et al., 2007; Arends-Tóth et 

al. 2008) 90% of 2007 SBS respondents and as many as 97% of 2008 International 

Trade Survey respondents gave the legal obligation as the most important reason for 

participating.

Although mentioning the legal obligation is extremely effective, it can be 

detrimental to the effectiveness of the other principles. Indeed, respondents prefer a 

strategy that is based more on reciprocation, liking, commitment and social 

validation (Snijkers, Berkenbosch and Luppes, 2007). This is particularly relevant in 

face-to-face and telephone communication. It is important to avoid using the 

obligation as a ‘threat’ immediately, instead creating a ‘bond’ with the respondent, 

which has a much greater influence. Using the obligation as an argument can be 

effective only as a last resort.
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3. Effectiveness of each measure

This chapter examines the effectiveness of each response-enhancing measure. The 

results come from literature study and the investigation performed by Berkenbosch 

and Kempkens (2008).

Table 1 shows the effectiveness. The number of plus signs in the ‘effectiveness’ 

column of the table indicates how effective the response-enhancing measure is, 

where three pluses mean a substantial potential effect and one plus means somewhat 

less. The diversity of the various respondents and the use of multiple modes mean 

that a response-enhancing measure cannot be equally effective for every company 

and mode. However, it is possible to give a general picture of the influence of each 

measure.

Table 1. Effectiveness of response-enhancing measure

Response-enhancing measure Effectiveness

Announcing an incentive +++

Mentioning that participation is compulsory +++

A friendly tone +++

Adapting questionnaire to information from respondent +++

Adapting language to type of respondent +++

Requesting information when it is in a respondent’s 
possession

+++

Ensuring the right information gets to the right person 
(e.g. correct address)

+++

Listening attentively / putting respondent at ease +++

Generating output that respondents can use directly +++

Referring to the statistics database (StatLine) +++

Drawing a clear distinction with commercial bureaus +++

Providing feedback about the information supplied +++

Thanking (in advance) for participation ++

Mentioning liaison with business organisations ++

Mentioning Statistics Netherlands in general ++

Large companies: telling them that they are extremely 
important because of their major influence in the industry

++

Explaining what happens with the data from the survey ++

Mentioning the help desk ++

Mentioning that the government and Eurostat use the 
survey results

++

Explaining confidentiality ++

Stating the need for the survey ++

Pointing out that it is in the respondent’s own interest to ++
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respond

Explaining the survey objective ++

Enclosing a postage-paid reply envelope ++

Being clear about the sample / panel ++

Apologizing for any unnecessary reminder or errors ++

If respondents are involved in development: identify ++

Describing Statistics Netherlands as a reputable and 
independent survey bureau

++

Giving the name of the survey +

Giving examples of companies in the same industry that 
participate in the survey

+

Explaining the importance to the community +

Enclosing a folder with additional information +

Explaining the importance of a response from the specific 
company (including small companies)

+/o

Small companies: pointing out that they are important 
because few other companies with the same main 
activity are included

+/o
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4. Response still fails to materialize: reactive measures

4.1 Introduction

If the response is too low nonetheless, Statistics Netherlands has to take measures to 

belatedly achieve the desired result. This implies taking follow-on steps while 

retaining the proactive response-enhancing measures.

Some of these measures are given briefly below. For extensive information on the 

subject, refer to the reports about field work strategy and mixed mode.

4.2 Appeals and reminders

Statistics Netherlands can enhance an insufficient response by sending respondents a 

(formal) reminder.

A distinction may be made between a reminder sent before expiry of the return 

deadline (appeal) and a request made later (reminder). Appeals and reminders have a 

clear positive effect on response (Giesen and Morren, 2008; Hoekstra, 2007). 

Furthermore, all contacts with the respondent have an influence on the response. A 

peak is observed in the number of returned questionnaires after sending an appeal or 

reminder, as well as after telephone contact (Morren, 2008).

Whether appeals or one or more reminders should be sent depends on the statistic 

concerned. It is infeasible for certain statistics (in particular short-term surveys) to 

incorporate many steps in the sending process.

4.2.1 Appeals

Appeals are sent if the response to Statistics Netherlands has not materialized by a 

certain date, which is earlier than the stated final return date. It is a friendly prompt 

that does not need explicitly to mention the legal obligation.

4.2.2 Reminders

Reminders are sent to respondents who fail to submit data before the stated final 

return date. Statistics Netherlands may opt to send either one reminder or several in 

the course of time.

Where more than one reminder is sent, they become progressively ‘sterner’. The 

tone of each subsequent reminder is more authoritarian, and the import oriented 

more to the obligation to respond. A copy of the questionnaire is often enclosed with 

the final reminder.

4.3 Crossed communication

Sometimes a completed questionnaire may have already been sent when an appeal 

or reminder is issued. It is therefore important for appeals and reminders to state that 

they are relevant only if the respondent has yet to send the data.
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4.4 Migration to a different mode

If the response should turn out to be insufficient, Statistics Netherlands may be able 

to rectify the situation by resorting to a different mode. A different mode appears 

mainly to have an effect on the response time (Hoekstra, 2007). Statistics 

Netherlands itself may opt to migrate to a different mode, but could equally give the 

respondent the choice.

If a questionnaire is distributed electronically, respondents may be given an 

opportunity to request a paper version. A paper version should be enclosed 

automatically with a final reminder.

Statistics Netherlands also has the option, with a questionnaire that was originally on 

Internet or paper, to engage telephone interviewers or field staff at a later stage (e.g. 

after the second or third reminder).

There are also disadvantages to migrating to a different mode: it is often more 

expensive, and therefore field staff and telephone interviewers will be used with 

restraint and selectively.

4.5 Enforcement

An extremely effective means of enhancing response is to bring the obligation into 

play. It is important to do this at the right time, and consistently. Only then will 

enforcement have the desired effect. If the means of communication refer to the 

Statistics Netherlands Act and the associated obligation to respond, Statistics 

Netherlands is bound actually to follow the sanctions policy. It will be 

incomprehensible to respondents who do observe their legal obligations if 

uncooperative respondents are allowed to evade their responsibilities with impunity. 

News of lax conduct of this kind spreads fast and would be detrimental to Statistics 

Netherlands’ image and its relations with respondents (Jussen et al., 2002).

Enforcement that is used and communicated correctly will have an immediate effect 

on response, first because respondents would prefer to avoid a fine, but also because 

the compulsory nature of information delivery conveys clearly the importance that 

the government attaches to the figures.
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