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More About 
Mail Surveys

o, how could I possibly run a survey? My
budget is tight. I have no staff and limit-
ed facilities. It’s 10 degrees below 0 

outside, and I’m not going to stand on a corn e r
i n t e rcepting angry commuters all day. The
thought of sitting on the phone repeating, “Do
you strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor
d i s a g ree, disagree, or strongly disagree” to two
h u n d red people is not exactly glamorous. Are
the prospects of conducting a survey com-
pletely impossible?

C e rtainly not. Mail surveys are a powerf u l ,
e ffective, and eff i c i e n t
a l t e rnative to their
m o re expensive re l a-
tives—the telephone
s u rvey and the per-
sonal interv i e w. A
q u a l i t y, medium-scale
mail survey can be
conducted with 
minimal cost, little staff, and no complex
equipment. And a well-conducted mail surv e y
can be just as effective and meaningful as
other more re s o u rce-intensive surv e y s .

Our nation’s postal workers don’t need to
tell you about the volume of mail that ends
up in your mailbox each day. Encouraging
p a rticipation in mail surveys is not a simple
task under these circumstances. A survey that
is lost in a sea of magazines, bills, and personal,
business, and advertising mail may never be
f o u n d .

Although there are some drawbacks to mail
s u rveys, it is possible to obtain valid re s u l t s
with the right kind of questionnaire and 
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Mail surveys are

powerful, effe c t i v e ,

and efficient...

This pamphlet, M o re About Mail Surv e y s , is the sev-
enth in the ASA series What Is a Surv e y ? It looks at all
aspects of mail surveys—how best to conduct them,
their advantages and disadvantages, costs, and quality.

The What is a Survey? series is written primarily for
the general public. Its overall goal is to improve sur-
vey literacy among individuals who participate in
surveys or use survey results. The series is designed
to promote a better understanding of what is
involved in carrying out sample surveys—especially
those aspects that have to be taken into account in
evaluating the results of surveys.



relatively low and uniform, re g a rdless of the
geographic area being covered, but telephone
rates and, especially, personal interv i e w e r
expenses are higher and may also differ fro m
one area to the next. More o v e r, the total cost
of sending a three-question survey is the
same as for one with 100 questions, assuming
that you can mail both out for the same
amount of postage. So, the surveyor gets
m o re for the dollar.

Geographical Stratification
Mail surveys also enable specific segments

of the population to be easily targeted. For
example, if you are surveying a city on the
newest location for a garbage dump, you can
c o m p a re the diff e rent areas of the town and
the reaction to the garbage dump through mail
s u rveys directed at certain neighborh o o d s .

Honesty
F i n a l l y, some studies show that people pro-

vide more honest answers to mail surveys than
they do to other interviewing methods.
Privacy—especially if your survey is about a
delicate issue—may be important to the
respondent, and mail surveys may incre a s e
the credibility of the answers.

The bottom line is, that given enough time,
you may want to use a mail surv e y, especially
if you are subject to severe money constraints.
But in doing so, you must also be aware of
their disadvantages.

Potential Disadvantages of Mail Survey s

Coverage Errors
Many people assume that the biggest 

disadvantage to mail surveys is a low re s p o n s e
rate. This is not necessarily true. Good plan-
ning can lead to response rates as high as
those obtained in telephone or face-to-face

distribution technique. We l l - p re p a red surv e y s
can be executed successfully when the condi-
tions are right. This pamphlet provides an
o v e rview of some of the strengths and weak-
nesses of mail surveys, a basic understanding
of what is needed to conduct a successful mail
s u rv e y, and ways to determine if this type of
s u rvey is appropriate for your situation.

The A dvantages of Mail Survey s

Cost Effectiveness
The use of mail surveys has increased 

dramatically recently—and for good reason. In
t e rms of time and money, they are very 
economical. One way to demonstrate this is to
c o m p a re and contrast mail surveys with tele-
phone and face-to-face surveys—the other two
v e ry common ways in which to conduct a 
s u rv e y.

With re g a rd to
human re s o u rces, mail
s u rveys re q u i re very
little manpower. It is
possible for only one
person to conduct a
mail surv e y, where a s
the time needed to
conduct the same

number of telephone or face-to-face interv i e w s
is usually much too great for a single person.
Mail surveys are also significantly cheaper than
telephone and face-to-face interviews. The
cost of a medium-scale mail survey in a single
m e t ropolitan area might run from $5,000 to
$10,000. The costs of equal-sized telephone
and face-to-face surveys are estimated at 50%
and 150% more, re s p e c t i v e l y. If a national (or
worldwide) survey is considered, these cost
d i ff e rentials would be even gre a t e r.

This is primarily because postage costs are
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the chances for success are greatly re d u c e d .
The disadvantages of mail surveys leave

room for large errors. But many of these erro r s
can be reduced significantly with overall aware-
ness, good planning, careful wording of ques-
tions, thorough preparation, and pre t e s t i n g .

Design and Fo rmat of Mail Survey s
The appearance of mail surveys can have a

l a rge impact on the percentage of re s p o n s e s
received. A surveyor is usually asking the
respondents to volunteer their time to fill out a
q u e s t i o n n a i re for which they will receive no
instant response, benefit, or gratification. If the
s u rvey makes the task difficult by providing an
unattractive design or format, giving poor
d i rections, or including confusing questions,
the respondent is more likely to choose not to
donate their time “to the cause.” Extreme care
must be taken to ensure a design and form a t
that emphasize professionalism, quality, and
attractiveness. Even factors such as poor re p ro-
duction, inadequate stapling (which might
allow the survey to fall to pieces), or the lack of

a sponsor’s name will
detract from your
final response count.

A great deal of
c a re must go into
selecting and design-
ing the questions for
your mail surv e y.
F i r s t, be sure the
questions will yield
the kind of inform a-
tion you are looking
f o r. If you are con-

ducting a customer satisfaction survey for a
magazine, simply asking people if they are
satisfied with the magazine is not very useful.
A follow-up question on why they are dissat-

i n t e rviews. The main
p roblem with mail
s u rveys is pro c u r i n g
an accurate list of
people in the popu-
lation from which to
draw the sample for
your surv e y. Failure
to do so can lead to
coverage erro r. One
i m p o rtant form of

coverage error occurs when mailing lists are
incomplete (for example, not including college stu-
dents living away from home). Mailing lists may also
be biased (a list of licensed drivers may underre p re-
sent poor people, the very young, and the very old).
Other lists may be inaccurate (containing dupli-
cates or names that do not belong on the list) or out of
d a t e (omithug people who have recently moved into the
s u rvey area or including people who have moved away).

Wording of Questions
Another area of critical importance to mail

s u rveys is questionnaire design—poorly word-
ed questions are a survey bre a k e r. Questions
must be simple, short, and precise. Unlike
telephone and face-to-face interviews, there is
no opportunity for explanation or follow-up
questions like “Do you have something specif-
ic in mind?” Questions left open to interpre t a-
tion will produce unusable re s u l t s .

Other Concerns
Other factors can be of particular concern in

mail surveys. For example, did you ask ques-
tions that are too personal? Is the question-
n a i re too long? Is the questionnaire legible
and easy to follow? Can the person to be 
s u rveyed read? If, for instance, you are con-
ducting a survey in a southern border town in
Texas and neglect to include a copy of the
q u e s t i o n n a i re in both Spanish and English,
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F i n a l l y, the design of the questions must be
s t r a i g h t f o rw a rd, unambiguous, and logical. It is
i m p o rtant that the flow and format of the sur-
vey be intuitive—the more difficult it is to fol-
low the survey pattern, the less likely the
respondent will successfully complete the
q u e s t i o n n a i re. If complex directions cannot be
avoided, use formatting, indenting, and shad-
ing to assist the respondent. In the following
examples, one answer to a question re q u i re s
f u rther detail.

Example 1:
This example causes confusion about how

to answer the question if you don’t own your
own business.
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isfied will help to improve your publication in
the future. S e c o n d, although there are a num-
ber of diff e rent formats that can be used in
soliciting responses (e.g., agre e / d i s a g ree; rank
your answers from 1 to 5; or open-ended re p l i e s ) it is
best not to jump from one type of question to
a n o t h e r. The respondent is likely to find such
a survey frustrating or, worse, more tro u b l e
than it is wort h .

Questions must also be examined closely
for bias and fairness. Be aware of leading ques-
tions with wording that may influence your
results. Writing appropriate and balanced
questions is a very complicated topic in itself
and re q u i res re s e a rch beyond the scope of
this pamphlet, so proceed with caution.
Questions should also be designed to take
into account the amount of eff o rt or burd e n
they place on the respondent. For instance, if
questions re q u i re detailed calculations,
re s e a rch sensitive personal information, or
l o n g - t e rm memory recall, they are likely to go
u n a n s w e red and may even discourage the
respondent from replying to the survey at all.
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8 . Do you own your own business?
Ye s N o

9 . How many workers do you employ full-
t i m e ?
Under 20    20-49    50-100    Over 100

1 0 . Does your spouse work full-time?

C A LVIN AND HOBBES©1995 Watterson. Dist. by UNIVERSAL PRESS SYNDICATE. Reprinted with permission. All rights re s e rv e d .



ument you send increases the likelihood that
the recipient will associate the original surv e y
mailing with reminders that come later on.

Mail Survey Logistics
It is important to remember that there is

m o re to a successful mail
s u rvey than simply send-
ing out one bulk mailing
of questionnaire s — n o
matter how carefully you
have selected your sam-
ple or designed your
q u e s t i o n n a i re and print-
ed your materials. In
o rder to get the high
response rates that mail surveys are capable of
achieving, the following implementation steps
a re strongly suggested:
■ Use multiple contacts, including

• Send a preliminary mailing announcing
the survey.

• Mail the survey to all respondents at
the same time, with an accompanying
cover letter.

• Send a reminder, with contact 
information, to request a replacement
questionnaire or answer general 
questions about the survey.

• Send replacement questionnaires by
First-Class Mail.

• Send the last replacement questionnaire
by two-day Priority Mail.

• Send an acknowledgment card, thanking
respondents for their cooperation.

■ Use printed stationery and personalized
letters with logo and contact information.

■ Include a stamped, pre-addressed return
envelope.
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Example 2:

In this example, shading and indentation
guide the respondent and do not detract fro m
the flow of the surv e y.

Overall, strive
for a survey that is
u n c l u t t e red, legi-
ble, easy to follow,
and uncomplicat-
ed to answer. The
publishing pro-
duction of the sur-
vey is also a key

factor in having the questionnaire opened by
the respondent. Mail surveys should be print-
ed on high-quality paper. Be sure all materials
a re re p roduced clearly and cleanly. 

A personalized cover letter should be
included with the survey itself. The cover letter
should explain the reasons for the surv e y,
e x p ress assurances of confidentiality, and
identify the survey sponsors. Pre p a r a t o ry and
follow-up materials should use the same fonts,
graphics, and formatting styles as the surv e y
itself, in order to convey pro f e s s i o n a l i s m .

Also, a familiar logo appearing on each doc-
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achieving a high
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8 . Do you own your own business?
Ye s N o

9 . Does your spouse work full-time?
Ye s N o

IF YES,

8 a . How many workers do you employ
f u l l - t i m e ?
Under 20    20-49    50-100    Over 100

The questionnaire

should be uncluttered,

easy to fo l l o w, and

u n c o m p l i c a t e d .



Simply sending out a straight mail surv e y
may result in a re t u rn rate so small that the
results are meaningless. The key to success is
follow-up. A reminder postcard, a re t u rn
incentive, a second copy of the survey sent to
anyone who didn’t re t u rn the first copy, or a
follow-up note outlining the value of the com-
pleted survey to the recipient—these seem-
ingly small follow-up steps can significantly
i n c rease the percentage of surveys which
eventually re t u rn to you. Pre p a r a t o ry steps,
such as teaser postcards alerting the re c i p i e n t
that the survey is en route, also incre a s e
re s p o n s e .

O ve rall Summary
These guidelines will

help you achieve very
good response rates
f rom your mail surv e y —
p e rhaps even better
than the results you
could obtain by tele-
phone. The key is to
show you care about getting a re s p o n s e — p e r-
sonalized surveys that include incentives, sent
by First-Class Mail or Priority Mail, and with
several follow-ups, send that message to the
respondent far better than a one-time, photo-
copied, bulk mailing with no re t u rn envelope.
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■ Include a token of thanks—$1 to $5—
with your initial or replacement mailing
of the questionnaire, as an incentive and
sign of respect. 

Common Pitfalls of Mail Survey s

■ Pitfall #1: “I can use the white pages in the city phone
book to draw my sample of people who live here . ”
Always examine a list before assuming

that it answers all of your problems. In this
example, a telephone book may seem to
be comprehensive, but it contains many
natural flaws. Poorer families may not be
able to afford their own telephone.
Wealthier or larger families may have multi-
ple phone lines and, therefore, multiple
phone book listings. Certain professionals
tend to have unlisted phone numbers and
would be excluded from the list outright. A
phone book may also be more out of date
than other available lists due to deaths and
families that moved. Examine your list for
inherent biases, check and recheck its accu-
racy, and look for ways to make any list
more complete and more comprehensive. 

■ Pitfall #2: “I don’t have the money to spend on
these fancy booklets. Just stick the photocopy in an
envelope and send it off. That way we can spend
m o re money on the analysis.” 
A bad-looking mail survey will guarantee a

poor response rate. With the high volume of
mail that flows into the average American
home on a daily basis, your survey must be
p rofessional and eye-catching in appearance;
o t h e rwise, it could simply end up in the trash
u n read. Investing in an attractive survey will
save you money in the long run by delivering a
high initial response rate and increasing your
chances for accurate and meaningful re s u l t s .

■ Pitfall #3: “I’ll just send out this stack of surv e y s ,
and when they all come back, we’ll tally the re s u l t s .
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To succeed, show

you care about

getting a

r e s p o n s e .
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Wh e re Can I Get More Info rm a t i o n ?
In addition to the pamphlets in this series,

ASA also makes other bro c h u res available
upon re q u e s t :

■ Ethical Guidelines for Statistical Practice

■ S u rveys and Privacy, p roduced by the ASA
Committee on Privacy and Confidentiality.

For the above bro c h u res or other pamphlets
in the What Is a Survey? series, contact:

Section on Survey Research Methods
American Statistical Association

1429 Duke Stre e t
Alexandria, VA 22314-3415 USA

(703) 684-1221/fax: (703) 684-2037
Email: asainfo@amstat.org

Web site: http://www. a m s t a t . o rg /
s e c t i o n s / s rm s /

Besides the ASA, there are many other
associations that are concerned with the 
p roper collection and use of survey data:
■ The American Association for Public

Opinion Researc h (AAPOR) offers a number
of publications—perhaps the most re l e v a n t
of these is the one entitled Best Practices for
S u rvey a n d Public Opinion Research Surv e y
Practices AAPOR Condemns. To obtain
copies, call (313) 764-1555 or visit their We b
site at http://www. a a p o r. o rg .

■ The National Council on Public Polls 
publishes another useful pamphlet, Tw e n t y
Questions a Journalist Should Ask About Poll
R e s u l t s. To obtain a copy, call (800) 239-0909.

■ The Research Industry Coalition, Inc.,
publishes a bro c h u re, Integrity and Good
Practice in Marketing and Opinion Researc h.
To obtain a copy, call (516) 928-6803.

■ The Council of American Survey Researc h
O rg a n i z a t i o n s publishes a pamphlet,
S u rveys and Yo u. To obtain a copy, call 
(516) 928-6954, or visit their Web site at
h t t p : / / w w w. c a s ro . o rg .


