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American Community Survey 

(ACS) Background 

 Monthly survey sent to 3.5 million addresses per 
year to collect population and housing data 

 Mandatory survey 

 3-month multi-mode sequential data collection for 
each monthly panel 

 Month 1:  Self-response  (Internet and Mail) 

 Month 2:  Telephone interviews with non-respondents 
(CATI) 

 Month 3:  In-person interviews with a sample of non-
respondents (CAPI) 
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2016 ACS Mail Strategy 
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Recognizing Respondent 

Reactions to the ACS Mail Strategy 

 May question the legitimacy of the survey 

 May perceive the number of mailings as 
intrusive 

 May perceive tone of the materials negatively 

 Mandatory 

 Unable to respond (Internet) 

 Mail contact is less intrusive than a telephone 
call or a personal visit 
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Mail Contact Research Focus 

 Address respondent burden 

 Improve self-response rates through 
streamlined materials 

 Address respondents’ and stakeholders’ 
concerns about the prominent nature of 
mandatory messages on the mail materials 
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Messaging and Mail Package 

Assessment Research 

 Research to develop and test messages and mail 
package designs to increase self-response 

 Focus groups and one-on-one interviews 
 5 Recommendations: 

 Visual design changes 
 Deadline-related messaging on envelopes 
 Eliminate pre-notice 
 Test additional mailings 
 Tailor materials for non-English speaking respondents 
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Field Testing of Mail Materials 

 Paper Questionnaire Package Test (March) 

 Mail Strategy Modification Test (April) 

 Envelope Mandatory Messaging Test (May) 

 2015 Summer Mandatory Messaging Test 
(September) 

 ‘Why We Ask’ Insert Test (November) 
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Paper Questionnaire Package Test 

(March 2015) 

 Goal:  Reduce complexity of the paper questionnaire 
package 

 Experimental Design 
 Control:  Includes Instruction Guide and Choice Card,           

No change to messaging 
 Treatment 1:  Remove Instruction Guide and Choice 

Card,   No change to messaging 
 Treatment 2:  Remove Instruction Guide and Choice 

Card, Modify messaging 
 Treatment 3: Remove Instruction Guide Only, No 

change to messaging 
 Treatment 4:  Remove Choice Card, Modify messaging 
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Paper Questionnaire Package Test 

Results 

 No significant differences (alpha=.10) between 
treatments in return rates were detected 

 No significant differences in item nonresponse 
rates, form completion rates, and response 
distributions were detected.  However,  item 
nonresponse rates were nominally higher for 
treatments without the instruction guide. 

 Removing the instruction guide and/or choice 
card would result in cost savings. 
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Paper Questionnaire Package Test 

Recommendations 

 Remove instruction guide 

 This change will be implemented this spring 

 Retain choice card 

 There was less cost savings associated with 
removing the choice card so it was not removed. 

 Don’t modify the Letter 
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Mail Contact Strategy Modification Test 

(April 2015) 

 Goal:  Improve self-response rates by 
streamlining mail materials 

 Remove prenotice letter and send initial mailing 
earlier 

 Replace reminder postcard with a letter 
highlighting the user ID 

 Send additional reminder postcard to additional 
addresses 
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Mail Contact Strategy Modification Test 

Experimental Design 
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Mail Contact Strategy Modification Test 

Results 

 Eliminating the prenotice and sending the initial 
mailing earlier decreased total self-response return 
rate by 1.4 percentage points prior to paper 
questionnaire mailing.   

 Prior to CATI there was no measurable difference in the 
self-response return rates. 

 Using a reminder letter (User ID highlighted, includes 
mandatory language) increased total self-response 
return rates prior to CATI by 3.8 percentage points. 
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Mail Contact Strategy Modification Test 

Results 

 Using a reminder letter, eliminating the prenotice, and 
sending the initial mailing earlier increased total self-
response return rates prior to CATI by 3.5 percentage 
points. 

 Sending an additional reminder postcard to addresses 
in CATI increased total self-response return rates.  No 
noticeable change in CATI response rates. However, 
two approaches to estimating cost savings resulted in 
conflicting findings. 
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Mail Contact Strategy Modification Test 

Recommendations 

 Eliminate the PreNotice Letter and send the 
Initial Mailing Earlier 

 Change implemented in August, 2015 

 Change the First Reminder from a Postcard to 
a Letter 

 Change implemented in August, 2015 

 Do not change the Additional Postcard Mailing 

 Additional testing recommended 
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Envelope Mandatory Messaging Test 

(May 2015) 

 Goal:  Study impact of removing mandatory 
message from envelopes 

 Control:  Control Materials with Mandatory 
Message on Envelopes 

 Test Treatment:  Mandatory Message 
Removed from Envelopes 
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Envelope Mandatory Messaging Test 

Results 

 The Test Treatment had return rates 5.4 
percentage points lower than the Control, 
when mailings ended and CATI started.  The 
difference was statistically significant. 

 After all modes of data collection, the Test 
Treatment had a lower overall response rate 
by 0.7 percentage points, which was 
statistically significant. 
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Envelope Mandatory Messaging Test 

Results 

 Lower self-response in the test treatment 
led to: 

 Additional paper questionnaires mailed  

 Higher CATI and CAPI workload 

 Eliminating mandatory messages from 
the envelopes is estimated to cost an 
additional $9.5 million 
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2015 Summer Mandatory Messaging Test 

(September 2015) 

 Goal: Study impact of removing or modifying 
mandatory message from a broader set of 
mail materials 

 5 Treatments tested softening or removing 
mandatory messaging and tested a revised 
design 
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2015 Summer Mandatory Messaging 

Test Treatments 
 Control  

 No change to materials 

 Softened Control 

 Mandatory messages removed from initial letter, mail 
package letter, postcards, and envelopes 

 Mandatory messages kept in FAQ brochure, reminder 
letter, instruction guide 
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2015 Summer Mandatory Messaging 

Test Treatments (Con’t) 
 Revised Design 

 Redesigned envelopes, use of bold lettering, highlight boxes, “Open 
Immediately” 

 Strong mandatory language 

 Softened Revised Design 

 Revised design used 

 Mandatory messages removed from postcards and envelopes 

 Mandatory messages softened in letters (plain text) 

 Minimal Revised Design 

 Revised design used 

 Mandatory messages removed in all materials except initial letter 

 Mandatory messages in initial letter on back of page, in small font 
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Control Initial Envelope 
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Redesigned Initial Envelope 
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Control  

Initial Letter 
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2015 Summer Mandatory Messaging 

Results 
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Treatment Self-Response 
Return Rate 
Before CATI 

Difference 
Between 
Experimental 
Treatment and 
Control 

Final  
Response Rate 

Difference 
Between 
Experimental 
Treatment and 
Control 

Control 47.2 (0.4) --- 95.4 (0.3) --- 

Softened 
Control 

33.7 (0.3) -13.6 (0.5) 93.8 (0.3) -1.7 (0.4) 

Revised Design 50.8 (0.4)  3.5 (0.6) 96.0 (0.3) 0.6 (0.4) 

Softened 
Revised Design 

39.4 (0.4) -7.8 (0.5) 95.1 (0.3) -0.3 (0.4) 

Minimal 
Revised Design 

34.6 (0.4) -12.7 (0.5) 94.7 (0.3) -0.8 (0.4) 

Comparisons to Control Treatment at α = 0.1 (significant results in bold) 



‘Why We Ask’ Insert Test 

(November 2015) 

 Goal: Study impact of including a flyer in the 
paper questionnaire mailing explaining why 
questions are asked in the ACS 

 Treatments 

 Control 

 Treatment 1 – Include ‘Why We Ask’ insert 

 Treatment 2 – Include ‘Why We Ask’ insert, 
remove the Instruction Guide 
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Future Research 

 Targeted Digital Advertising Campaign Test 

 Deliver video and static-image advertisements to 
sampled addresses 

 Create positive associations with the Census 
Bureau’s work generally and the importance of 
completing a survey 

 Will not directly link to or mention the ACS 

 Social and Behavioral Sciences Team Testing 
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