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Electronic technology has become ubiquitous in today’s society and interpersonal 
communication. We have adapted our data collection approach to meet the 
needs of our sample members and to take advantage of our technological 
capabilities: providing a web interview, communicating via HTML-formatted 
e-mail, incorporating text message reminders and introducing the study to 
sample members via YouTube. Since a web interview option was introduced on 
our studies in 2003 as an alternative to a telephone interview, the proportion of 
respondents choosing the web option has increased from 38 percent to 81 percent 
of completed interviews, due in part to a customized communication approach 
that emphasizes to sample members the ease and convenience of completing the 
survey independently on the Web. 

Conducting nationally-representative, large-scale survey research presents unique 
challenges that call for innovations in data collection methods. As data collection 
mode preferences have shifted, ways of reaching sample members have needed to 
change as well. We include in this presentation an examination of results of varied 
communication types in large-scale, multi-mode studies conducted with young 
adults who were surveyed between 2003 and 2009. In addition, we elaborate on 
how our communication strategy has evolved to accommodate and encourage 
web completion. We focus on how we tailor our written, electronic and telephonic 
messages to sample members for cross-sectional and longitudinal studies, the 
systems we avail to sample members to assist with web completion, and our 
implementation strategy for when we communicate with our sample. 

Website Design
 ■ Follows accepted practices for website design and appearance.

 ■ Content helps sample members to help themselves.
 ● Text on front page can address most common issues (guidance on necessary 

browser settings, password entry & recovery tips, suggested browser versions).
 ● Provides contact information for personal assistance.

 ◆ Help Desk phone number and email
 ◆ Direct contact information for Project Director and Study Sponsor.

 ■ Security Assurances
 ● HTTPS:// web URL for survey site lets users know their data won’t be intercepted.
 ● Information about data protection reassures users that their responses will be kept 

private and safe.
 ● Contact number and email address for subject protection office allows reluctant 

sample members to get more information.

“Smart” Website
 ■ Automated form can validate identity and immediately provide Study ID and Password 

information via email.
 ● Allows for 24/7 self-service to provide information during sample members’ windows 

of opportunity, maximizing efficiency while minimizing sample member burden.

“Need password” form – automatically provides sample members with login 
information based on a series of “challenges” meant to positively identify the individual as 
part of our sample. 

Distinctive packaging (like Priority Mail and folded postcards) does have positive outcomes 
in terms of completed cases. All communication with sample members should be 
intriguing and engaging in order to encourage participation. We are also now exploring the 
use of HTML e-mails that allow for more eye-catching formatting and graphical content. 

Informational Video for Sample Members

Taking into consideration the increasing use of video-sharing websites in recent years, 
we developed animated videos for our sample members. Our videos depict characters 
representing the funding agency, sample members, and others, and contain general 
information about the study as well as specific information about the survey including 
security assurances and how to contact our help desk.

Our data collection design includes a multimode web survey instrument that can be 
completed on the web, in CATI or CAPI. Outbound CATI calls begin approximately 3–4 
weeks after initial web participation invitations are sent to sample members. Some 
studies utilize CAPI for CATI non-responders. Throughout the entire data collection, the 
self-administered interview remains available.

Help Desk – Available throughout Data Collection Period
 ■ Team of specialists to assist sample members with questions

 ● Size of team dependent upon study sample size and study population’s expected 
web proficiency

 ■ Consistency of responses to common issues ensured by providing help desk staff with 
standardized response templates 

 ■ Application for tracking issues and resolutions
 ● Information is shared across systems and staff (interviewers, tracers, HD team) 
 ● Reports provide help desk usage statistics to project stakeholders

Help Desk Agent

 ■ Many of our web interviews required calls  — and more so than the telephone interviews.

Average Calls to Complete by Mode  

 ■ Of interviews that required at least one call, web interviews required more calls 
than telephone interviews. 

 ■ Outbound calling is still used to complete telephone interviews; however, completing 
interviews is no longer the sole purpose of outbound efforts.

 ■ Of those called to complete the telephone interview, as many as one-fifth of contacted 
sample members express a preference to complete the interview on the Web. If these 
sample members do not complete the web interview in a timely manner (3–5 days), 
we make reminder calls.

 ■ At the end of the survey and during 
panel maintenance contact 
between studies, we requested 
sample member permission to 
send a text message reminder for 
the next round of interviewing. 
RTI IRB policy permits sending 
automated text messages only 
with prior respondent permission.

 ■ Across two studies, we found 
that approximately one-third of 
sample members selected for the 
longitudinal follow-up study who 
provided locating information at 
the end of the survey also gave 
permission for a text message 
reminder to be sent to them. 

 ■ We collected mobile provider 
names so messages could be sent 
by program via SMS email gateway 
(e.g., 9195551212@vtext.com for 
a Verizon subscriber).

 ■ We sent text message notifications 
near the begin ning of data 
collection and to nonrespondents 
toward the end of data collection. 

94.2% of Sample  
Members Who Received 

Text Messages Eventually 
Responded To The Survey

Password Indicators

We include a password indicator on each 
form of communication with our sample 
members. This indicator, usually a number 
or letter, helps us track the method of 
communication sample members are “using” 
to log in to the web interview. 

Password Indicator Report
 ■ The password indicator report 

allows us to track the mailings/e-
mails that sample members are 
using to log in to the web survey.

Browser Identification
 ■ Our survey applications record 

web browser identification (“User 
Agent”) strings.

 ● We can identify the browser 
version and mobile device or desktop/laptop computer.

 ● We can use information gleaned to improve website design/instructions, better 
prepare help desk staff, and determine if a mobile version of website is necessary.

 ● Inspecting user agent string allows surveys to deliver content tailored to specific 
browsers.

‘User Agent’ strings are sent from web browsers to the web server. They identify the type 
of browser and sometimes the type of compting device being used.  Examples:

 ■ Internet Explorer 7 on Windows:
 ● “(Windows Vista) Mozilla/4.0 (compatible; MSIE 7.0; Windows NT 6.0)”

 ■ Safari 125.8 on Macintosh:
 ● “Mozilla/5.0 (Macintosh; U; PPC Mac OS X; en) AppleWebKit/125.2 (KHTML, like 

Gecko) Safari/125.8”

 ■ Mobile Safari on Android mobile phone:
 ● “Mozilla/5.0 (Linux; U; Android 2.2; en-us; Sprint APA9292KT Build/FRF91) 

AppleWebKit/533.1 (KHTML, like Gecko) Version/4.0 Mobile Safari/533.1”

Initial 3–4 Week Phase Versus Required Telephone Efforts
 ■ Initial 3–4 week phase during which web interviews are encouraged and no calls are 

made to complete telephone interviews. 

 ■ Initial phase interviews have increased over time. 

Percent of Completed Interviews — by Data Collection Phase and Mode

Increase in Web Completes Leads to Decrease in Telephone Completes

Interviews by Mode — of Interviewed Cases that Required Telephone Calls

Increase in Web Completes Leads to Decrease in Need for Telephone and 
Tracing

 ■ As the need for telephone calls/interviewing decreases, the need for tracing also 
decreases. This can represent a cost-savings for the project.

Percent of Cases Required Telephone and Tracing
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 ■ Although web interviewing is increasing, telephone interviewing remains an 
important component of our data collection. We would not reach our target response 
rate without it.

 ■ Many outbound call attempts result in web rather than telephone interviews.

 ■ Don’t be afraid to rethink the purpose of CATI; CATI could be used as web participation 
recruiting/refusal conversion tool in addition to a phone interview source.

 ■ Interviewers are needed for refusal conversion, tracing (finding new contact information 
and speaking to gatekeepers), and encouraging completion of partial web interviews. 

Implications for Telephone Interviewer Staffing
 ■ Though the number of interviewers needed decreases, interviewers must be prepared 

for increasingly difficult outbound calling cases:
 ● Refusal conversion/aversion techniques leading to web participation, not just 

telephone interviews.
 ● Advanced case management skills; interviewers are trusted to use all case history 

information to make decisions about call dispositions and dialing frequency.
 ● Telephone interviewers are cross-trained as tracers and help desk agents, which 

broadens their skill sets and allows for more staffing flexibility. 

 ■ Make survey websites attractive, reassuring, and easy to use.

 ■ Know how your sample communicates, and use popular tools and avenues to reach 
them.

 ■ Monitor trends of response to your communications and shifts in respondents’ 
technology uses.

 ■ Take advantage of decreased CATI costs to make telephone survey staff more effective.

 ■ Use CATI staff to encourage and facilitate web self-interviews.

 ■ We are exploring the feasibility of new communication channels, such as web chat and 
“Call me now,” to be made available on our study website.

 ■ Depending on the results of current studies, we may implement a Smartphone/mobile 
interface.

 ■ We continuously review security considerations in implementing new strategies for 
communicating with sample members.

9. The role of CATI in a web enabled study.

10. Summary

11. Future Directions
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Example of prompting via text messaging
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