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Abstract : In many surveys, advance letters are the first point of contact with target persons. The letters
have multiple objectives, such as informing about the survey request, gaining trust, and evoking
participation. Numerous previous quantitative and experimental studies have varied the content and
layout of advance letters to examine effects on outcome rates and nonresponse bias. In contrast, studies
on advance letters using qualitative approaches are rather scarce, although they can provide more
information on how respondents process advance letters and perceive certain aspects of advance letters.
The present study implemented a cognitive pretest in which 20 participants evaluated three advance
letters for the field study of a large-scale assessment in Germany. Key findings showed: Text length and
structure are central elements that affect whether the advance letter is read; sponsor information,
reference to the source of target persons’ addresses, and information about interviewers seem to convey
legitimacy and trust. The results of this qualitative study point to recommendations in the design of
respondent-oriented advance letters that may be of interest to other survey programs, especially in the
face-to-face setting.

Introduction

Interviewer-administered population surveys worldwide suffer from declining response rates (e.g.,
Bethlehem et al., 2011; Beullens et al., 2018; Kreuter, 2013). Despite this development, large-scale cross-
country surveys, such as the European Social Survey or the Programme for the International Assessment
of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), aim for high response rates to maximize the quality of the data (OECD,
2014; Stoop et al., 2018). Survey practitioners need to employ sophisticated fieldwork strategies and
invest a great deal of effort in gaining cooperation and counteracting increasing survey fatigue and lack
of interest. Theories of survey participation declare that persons are differentially motivated to respond to
a survey request (cf. social exchange theory, leverage-saliency theory: Dillman et al., 2009; Groves et al.,
2000). The tailored design method builds on the theory of social exchange. It combines several measures
to establish trust and encourage the cooperation of different target persons (Dillman et al., 2009).

Advance letters are one element in this strategy.™

Crafting advance letters is a challenging task. There is no one size that fits all: What convinces one
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person may alienate another. As the first point of contact with the target person, a central objective of
the advance letter is to make an excellent first impression. At the very least, the advance letter should
not deter persons from participating in the survey. However, the value of advance letters cannot only be
weighed by their role in increasing response rates. In terms of survey quality, the crux is whether and
how the advance letter affects differential nonresponse and whether the advance letter increases
participation among those least likely to cooperate without the advance letter. Thus, the advance letter
should be well constructed, and both the content and tone carefully chosen. According to Dillman et al.
(2009), advance letters should provide certain critical pieces of information concisely and engagingly,
inform target persons about the survey request, convey trust, and emphasize the credibility of the survey.

Many previous studies on cover or advance letters took place in the context of mail surveys. In a mail
survey, the cover letter is the most important document besides the questionnaire. It is the only
instrument of persuasion to gain respondent cooperation; at the same time, it provides instructions on the
survey tasks. Research in the context of interviewer-administered surveys has primarily focused on
telephone rather than face-to-face surveys (see, e.g., the meta-analysis by de Leeuw et al., 2007). In
face-to-face surveys, advance letters are a supportive tool to aid interviewers in their recruitment efforts,
i.e., they pave the way for a positive doorstep interaction between interviewer and target person.

Previous research on cover and advance letters generally focused on identifying essential features of
advance letters, preferably those that appeal to all sample persons (Lynn, 2016). Most studies were
guantitative and investigated specific details of advance letters based on survey practitioners’
assumptions about the relevant dimensions, without exploring whether these are indeed considered
relevant by respondents. While quantitative approaches can provide valuable results on whether specific
interventions (e.qg., including a sponsor logo) affect participation, they do not offer further insight into the
differential effects of the interventions and how these are perceived by participants: Why do they work or
not work, or why do they only sometimes work? Qualitative approaches are well suited to obtain as much
information as possible about how people evaluate different aspects of the advance letter, what they find
important, or what they misunderstand. Vogl et al. (2019) recently pointed out the need for more
qualitative research on this topic, as only a few studies focus on the respondents’ perspectives of
advance letters (e.g., Landreth, 2001; Landreth, 2004; White et al., 1998).

The present study focuses on the respondent’s perspective and aims to gain insights into how they
perceive and react to the content and design of advance letters in the context of a face-to-face survey. A
cognitive pretest was conducted with 20 test persons, who provided feedback on three different advance
letters, which varied in design and content. The focus was to investigate how design features and
components of advance letters may motivate participation or trigger concerns and hamper cooperation.
The study contributes to the body of knowledge on respondent-oriented advance letters and may be of
interest to practitioners of other face-to-face surveys.

Function and Design of Advance Letters

Advance letters are usually the first contact with target persons, irrespective of whether they are
cover/invitation letters enclosed with a paper questionnaire in mail surveys or pre-notification letters in
telephone/face-to-face surveys. The letters have multiple objectives (de Leeuw et al., 2007; Dillman et al.,
2009; Lynn, 2016): They should briefly inform target persons about the survey request, motivate
participation, and - if applicable - announce the interviewer’s visit/call. The structure, wording, and style
should enable a heterogeneous group of recipients to easily extract essential information, such as why
they are being contacted or what the survey is about. Beyond the informational function, the letter should



also convey the legitimacy of the survey. Personalized advanced letters aim to establish trust and create
a positive impression conducive to participation.

Survey practitioners should craft informative, respondent-oriented advance letters. However, measuring
the direct (positive) effect of advance letters on participation is difficult because they are only one of
several measures in the toolbox. Other measures at the respondent level include, for example, incentives
and additional contact material such as brochures and flyers. Measures at the interviewer level (e.g.,
careful selection and training of interviewers, attractive remuneration) and fieldwork activities (e.g.,
elaborated contact and follow-up strategies) also impact participation.

Comparing the manifold research findings on advance letters is not straightforward because studies differ
concerning modes, sampling, content, layout, and survey contexts (e.g., experimental designs, selective
samples). Many findings come from mail (e.g., Dillman et al., 2001; Finch & Thorelli, 1989; Gendall, 1994;
Redline et al., 2004) or telephone surveys (e.g., de Leeuw et al., 2007; Goldstein & Jennings, 2002; Link &
Mokdad, 2005; Vogl, 2019). With an increase in online surveys, some research has shifted its focus to this
mode (e.qg., Fazekas et al., 2014; Heerwegh & Loosveldt, 2006; Kaplowitz et al., 2012). Studies of advance
letters in face-to-face surveys, however, are scarce (e.g., Lynn et al., 1998; Sztabinski, 2011).

Most studies on advance letters aimed to test the effects of advance letters on outcome rates and
nonresponse bias and investigated the cost-effectiveness of mailings (Vogl et al., 2019). Different aspects
of letters were varied, contrasting specific dimensions (e.g., Dillman et al., 2001; Fazekas et al., 2014;
Finch & Thorelli, 1989; Gendall, 1994; Luiten, 2011; Redline et al., 2004), for example: appeal (altruistic,
egoistic, help-the-sponsor), language (complex, simple), tone (formal, informal), visual design (graphics,
logos), personalization. Overall, the findings on outcome rates and recommendations on the design and
content of advance letters are inconclusive. Due to the heterogeneity of their design features, results
often differ from study to study (e.g., Billiet et al., 2007; de Leeuw et al., 2007; Gendall, 1994; Lynn et al.,
1998; von der Lippe et al., 2011).

Some studies used an experimental design to either compare letters with different design elements or
examine whether sending a letter had an effect compared to not sending a letter at all (e.g., Finch &
Thorelli, 1989; Heerwegh & Loosveldt, 2006; Luiten, 2011; Lynn et al., 1998; Redline et al., 2004). Other
studies occurred in the context of consumer or marketing surveys (e.g., Albaum & Strandskov, 1989;
Childers et al., 1980; Greer & Lohtia, 1994) or relied on small or selective samples, e.g., health
practitioners or students (e.g., Kaplowitz et al., 2012; Leece et al., 2006), rather than the general
population.

Although the number of studies on advance letters emphasizes that advance letters are a central
component of the survey design, it appears that, overall, their positive effect on response rates is often
only modest. Furthermore, the studies focus on key aspects of content and design of advance letters that
seem to primarily reflect researchers’ assumptions of relevance, but not necessarily the respondent’s
perspective. Findings from qualitative studies on respondents’ perspectives are scarce. Landreth (2004)
and White et al. (1998) evaluated advance letters with cognitive interviews to identify details that are
important to respondents. According to the authors, advance letters should mention the survey’s purpose
and the survey organization, provide details about the interviewer’s visit, explain that the selected person
represents thousands of persons, fulfill the recipients’ information needs, and convey content in an
accessible form. Content should be limited because recipients do not capture every detail but often skim
or skip text passages. Qualitative approaches allow to identify shortcomings in advance letters and
explore whether the presented information is correctly captured or misunderstood by recipients. They can



be instrumental in providing recommendations for designing targeted, respondent-oriented advance
letters.

Present Study

The present study evaluated the content and design features of three advance letters in the context of
the field test of PIAAC Cycle 2 in Germany. For this purpose, a cognitive pretest examined participants’
evaluation of these features. Three drafts were crafted based on in-house experience and a review of
advance letters used in large-scale surveys in Germany. The study aimed at identifying central
components of advance letters that make them informative, appealing, and motivating for a
heterogeneous group of persons. Another objective was to determine whether information was missing,
not noticed, or misunderstood. Besides the overall impression, components that alleviate or trigger
concerns, foster participation, and convey trust and legitimacy were examined.

PIAAC is a multi-cycle cross-sectional survey initiated by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, assessing cognitive skills of adult populations (ages 16-65) in over 30 countries. The
cognitive pretest was part of the preparatory work for the data collection of the PIAAC Cycle 2 field test in
Germany. A set of comprehensive measures was developed, including an advance mailing consisting of
an advance letter, a flyer, and a data privacy sheet, to gain the cooperation of randomly selected target
persons for face-to-face interviews. The flyer and data privacy sheet contain additional information but
were not tested in the pretest to keep pretesting time in check and focus on the advance letter per se.

Variations of the Advance Letters

As the first point of contact with the target person, advance letters must convey specific survey-related
content, and the inclusion of some elements is essential and non-negotiable (Stadtmdller et al., 2019).
Although content-wise the scope for variation is limited, there are degrees of freedom with respect to
layout/design, granularity, complexity, and positioning of information. In our case, the following
information had to be included: survey name and purpose, responsible organizations, sample selection,
data protection, voluntary participation, contact information, information about interviewers, incentives,
and survey-specific content.

Three advance letters (V1, V2, V3) were developed using variations of several formal and content-related
components. Formal aspects of the advance letter are scope, language/tone, and layout. Each letter was
limited to a single page (scope). The tone was professional, and the language was easy to understand and
grammatically correct. In terms of /ayout, the structure, positioning of logos, font types, font sizes, and
contact information were varied. Figure 1 shows the general arrangement of texts and logos in each
letter.
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Figure 1 Structural Variations of Advance Letters

Note: Logo 1 - PIAAC, logo 2 - scientific institute (national project management PIAAC Germany), logo 3 - survey organization, logo 4 - Federal Ministry (sponsor).

Table 1 summarizes content-related variations in the advance letters.” To assess whether or under which
conditions persons notice the subject heading, different alignments and texts were used, only one of
which includes the survey acronym PIAAC (V2). The introductory part was varied in the way the target
person was approached and informed of their selection. V2 was more formal in tone and merely informed
target persons that they had been selected for participation. In contrast, V1 and V3 (both identical) used
a warmer tone, cordially inviting recipients to participate in the study. While the wording of the study’s
topic and objective were identical, positioning in the advance letters was varied and different texts on the
use of the findings were implemented.

One central study goal was to determine whether an explicit reference to the survey sponsor (Federal
Ministry) is advisable since mentioning the survey sponsor may have different effects. The reference may
be perceived as positive because the survey gains legitimacy. However, some persons may also reject the
survey request because they do not trust the government or fear surveillance. While V1/V2 contained the
sponsor’s logo and alluded to it in the text, V3 did not mention it at all.



Table 1 Content Variations of Advance Letters

Topic Advance letter version
Vi V2 V3
Subject heading "Study on basic adult skills: Your  "PIAAC: The international study ~ "Skills for everyday and work life
participation is important!" on everyday adult skills" in Germany"
Introductory part Cordial invitation fo international ~ Selected to participate in study =V1
study
Impact of findings Used to better respond to the needs  No reference Provide scientific basis for political
of people in Germany decisions and societal change
Survey sponsor Reference in text; logo included Reference in text; logo included No reference: no logo
Importance of participation ~ Especially valuable Very important Confributes to study's success
Sample selection Random Random Random; reference to source
(residents' registration offices)
Interviewer Name; will show badge Name; reference to survey =Vl1
organization; no mention of badge
Incentive Last paragraph; order: prepaid, Third paragraph; order: postpaid, =Vl
postpaid prepaid
Experience/knowledge Prior experience/special knowledge Not included Prior experience/special knowledge
not required not required for interview

Textual variations on the importance of participation reflect different appeals: participation is “especially
valuable,” “very important,” or “contributes to the study’s success.” Information on data protection and
voluntary participation was identical in each letter. Because the PIAAC survey in Germany uses a registry-
based sample, V3 clarified that addresses originated from residents’ registration offices. The other two
letters provided no information on the source of the persons’ addresses.

Mentioning the survey organization and announcing the interviewer’s visit is standard protocol. Each
letter included the interviewer’'s name; V2 also repeated the survey organization’s name after the
interviewer’'s name. Letters V1 and V3 specified that interviewers would show their badges, which was
added to investigate whether this information helps establish trust.

Beyond standard contents, the advance letters addressed two survey-specific aspects. First, the German
PIAAC field test planned to offer prepaid and postpaid incentives to target persons. Incentives were
mentioned at different places and in different orders to learn more about how best to impart this
information. Second, two letters included a sentence indicating no prior experience or special knowledge
is required for participation. Since PIAAC asks respondents to complete a cognitive assessment, this
information may reduce possible concerns or fears.

Cognitive Pretest

In cognitive pretests, participants provide feedback on survey questions and survey-related material
(questionnaires, advance letters). They answer questions on how they understood specific terms and how
easy or difficult it was to process the material. Cognitive pretests are suitable for testing
comprehensibility, identifying problems, and revealing their causes (Beatty & Willis, 2007; Lenzner et al.,
2016).



In fall 2019, four specifically trained interviewers of the pretest laboratory staff at the authors’ institute
conducted cognitive interviews with 20 test persons (Lenzner et al., 2019). Participants came to the
laboratory for individual interview sessions and received a compensation of 30€. The interviews took
approximately 60 minutes and were video recorded.

The participants were recruited by quota sampling from the institute’s respondent pool or by word of
mouth. Special emphasis was put on selecting a heterogeneous group of persons belonging to the PIAAC
target population to obtain a broad spectrum of feedback. Quotas were determined by sex (female/male),
age groups (16-29/30-49/50-65 years), education (no university entrance degree/university entrance
degree), and native language (German/non-German). Of the participants, 50% were female; 25% were
16-29, 35% were 30-49, and 40% were 50-65 years old. Fifty percent of the participants had a university
entrance qualification. Three participants had a non-German native language but were fluent in German.
None of the participants had difficulties reading the advance letters and answering probes.

Recruited participants understood that they had not been selected for the PIAAC study but should
envision themselves as a potential target person that received an advance letter by mail. With this
mindset, they knew, for example, that the advance letter did not include a prepaid incentive. The
standardized interview followed a structured interview protocol. It included probes to obtain an idea about
the participants’ general impression of the letters, their comprehension of key information, and their
feedback on specific issues.

First, participants opened an envelope with the three advance letters. The order of the letters was
systematically varied with three different sort sequences to avoid exposure effects on the preference for
one of the letters. Participants briefly looked at each of the three letters. They were asked to indicate
which one of the letters they would most likely read or discard if the letter was received in a real-life
situation and were then invited to substantiate their decision. Second, the participants read the letter that
appealed most to them and answered a series of pre-scripted probing questions (e.g., “Assuming you
received this letter by mail, would you participate in the survey?“; “Suppose you have questions about
the study. Would you know whom to contact for more information?").

Third, the participants were instructed to read the other two letters and answer comparative probes about
all three advance letters. The probing focused on which version they liked most and which one would
have encouraged them to participate in the survey (e.g., “Which of the three advance letters do you find
most comprehensible?”; “The advance letters differ in how they convey the importance of participation.
Which wording would most likely motivate you to participate?*).

Results

The presentation of the study’s main findings follows the structure and order of topics given in the section
on variations of the advance letters (cf. Table 1). Table 2 shows participants’ initial general feedback on
the advance letters regarding structure, comprehensibility, and layout.

Structure, Comprehensibility, and Layout. Participants had to choose the most appealing letter without
reading the letters in detail. Overall, they preferred the format of V2 (standard letter, narrow text block)
and V3 (letter with subheadings) over V1 (standard letter). The seeming length and lack of structure of V1
(especially in comparison to V3) were reasons for participants to most likely not read the text/letter.
However, six participants regarded V1 as the most trustworthy due to its standard format. The unusual
format of letter V2, including logos on the right-hand side of the page, and the seemingly short text were



evaluated positively. Participants found the subheadings used in V3 appealing as they provided the text
with structure and made it easier to skim it without much effort. Probing revealed that most participants
found V3 the easiest to comprehend, most likely due to the structure and subheadings in question form.
However, V3 was also rated the least trustworthy, primarily due to the format (subheadings) and lack of
the study sponsor logo.

Table 2 General Feedback on Advance Letters
Probes/reactions Advance letter version
Vi V2 V3 No preference Total
First impression after browsing each letter
Participant would likely read letter 4 8 8 0 20
Participant would likely discard letter unread 9 6 5 0 20
Feedback after reading each letter
Most comprehensible letter 5 2 13 0 20
Most trustworthy letter 6 7 1 6 20
Feedback on favorite letter: Letter comprehensible
Yes 4 8 8 0 20
No 0 0 0 0
Feedback on favorite letter: Participation in survey
Yes/rather likely 4 7 7 0
No/rather unlikely 0 1 1 0 20

After reading all the advance letters, participants had to choose their favorite letter. Eight participants
favored V2, eight V3, and four V1. Participants always indicated that the letter of their choice was easy to
understand. They were asked how likely their participation in the survey would be had they received this
letter by mail. Irrespective of the favored letter, more than 87% of the participants indicated they were
sure or most likely to participate in the survey.

Participants seemed to prefer a serif font (V1, V2) in a larger size (V2). Regarding the placement of logos,
most participants expressed their preference for the vertical logo design (V2) because it looked more
modern and allowed for the contact information to be presented directly below the logos. Almost all
participants noticed the contact information; 75% mentioned that it was adequate. However, some would
have liked to see the interviewer’s contact information to allow them to approach the interviewer for
more details about the interview process.

Subject Heading. Almost all participants expressed a preference for a left-aligned subject heading (V1,
V2), saying it looked neater and resembled a typical letter. Different subject headings were tested. Eleven
participants preferred the V1 wording (“Study on basic adult skills: Your participation is important!”). One
reason for this is that it highlights the importance of participation. However, a few participants did not like
this reference, for example, because they felt it sounded like an advertisement or even a bit desperate.
Eight participants preferred the subject heading in V2 (“PIAAC: The international study on everyday adult
skills”), mainly due to the reference to the international nature of the study, which was described as
important. Thirteen participants found the heading in V3 the least appealing, describing it as too vague
(“Skills for everyday and work life in Germany”).



Introductory Part. The introductory part of the letters presented the survey and its objective. Two
alternative introductory sentences were tested. Most participants preferred the cordial invitation in V1/V3
(“we cordially invite you to participate in the international PIAAC study”), stating it was more polite,
friendly, and less demanding. The wording in V2 was associated with unwanted advertising (“you were
selected for participation in PIAAC").

Topic, Objective, and Findings. The description of the study objective was identical in all three letters. An
additional sentence about the use of the findings was added in V1 (“findings will be used to better
respond to the needs of people in Germany”) and V3 (“findings provide a scientific basis for political
decisions and societal change”). Three-quarters of participants preferred the V3 wording because it
highlighted the relevance of participation and the possibility to have an impact on their participation.
Fourteen participants correctly described the study’s objective; those who could not found the text was
too vague.

Survey Sponsor. V1/V2 mentioned the survey sponsor and included its logo; V3 did not include any
reference to the sponsor. All participants except one reacted positively to survey sponsor information and
logo, stating it contributed to the study’s trustworthiness.

Importance of Participation. Only twelve participants noticed the information on the importance of
participation. The position of this information in the letter seems irrelevant. The text was varied to
express different appeals. Twelve participants preferred the V1 wording (“especially valuable”), eight the
V3 wording (“contribute to the study’s success”), and none the V2 wording (“very important”).
Participants reported V1 wording conveyed appreciation, V3 highlighted the reason why participation was
important.

Sample Selection. The sample selection description was identical in V1/V2 and explained that survey
participants are randomly selected; V3 also mentioned residents’ registration offices as the source of
persons’ addresses. Most participants expressed a preference for V3. Mentioning the registration office
seemed to increase the perceived trustworthiness of the survey.

Interviewer Announcement. The interviewer’s visit was announced in different ways. Fifteen participants
preferred V2 (“Ms. <Name> from <Survey Organization> will contact you personally”) due to the direct
link between the interviewer and the survey organization. Most participants found the reference to the
interviewer badge in V1/V3 positive (“She will show you her interviewer badge”), as it evoked trust and
emphasized the trustworthiness of the survey. Although almost all participants noticed the information
about an interviewer visit, follow-up probes revealed that none of the participants understood the
interviewer would visit them at their homes to establish the first contact. All participants believed they
would be contacted by telephone or e-mail, with some pointing to the lack of information about contact
procedures. A few participants thought an in-person visit would be intrusive.

Incentive. The advance letters provided information on pre- and postpaid incentives in different ways,
varying content, wording, and text placement. Sixteen participants noticed and correctly captured the
incentive information, and all participants liked the postpaid incentive amount (50€). However, 75% of the
participants were bewildered by the prepaid cash incentive (5€). Fourteen participants thought it was
better to position incentive information at the end of the advance letter like in V1/V3, preferably in a
separate paragraph, to make the information more prominent. Thirteen participants found it important to
mention that the incentive would be paid in cash because this alleviates concerns about having to provide
bank account information. No exact preferences could be observed about the order in which prepaid and



postpaid incentives are referred to.

Experience/Knowledge. The cognitive interviews explored whether it is helpful to specify that no prior
experience or special knowledge is required for the interview. Many participants found the reference
important, stating that it alleviated fears of not knowing how to respond or embarrassing oneself during
the interview. Of these participants, eleven preferred the more specific V3 formulation with an explicit
reference to the interview.

Finally, participants were asked to report whether they thought relevant information was missing from the
advance letters. Participants stated that they would have preferred to see more information on the
interview length, the nature of the first contact, the interview location, and whom to contact for further
information.

Discussion and Conclusion

Sending advance letters is established best practice in high-quality face-to-face surveys (Lynn et al.,
1998; Stadtmuller et al., 2019). Because of substantial variations and differences between surveys,
experiences and findings from previous surveys and research need to be thoughtfully adapted to each
specific new survey context. However, what happens after sending the letters remains a black box, as
there is no direct feedback on the reception of the letter. Even if the target persons do read the advance
letter, which may not always be the case, it is unclear how much they read, what they understand, and
which effect the letter has on their potential cooperation. The cognitive interviews presented here shed
some light onto this less known terrain.

The present study compared three advance letters. These letters were worded and constructed with care.
All three letters had the potential to be sent out as they were. However, the question is always whether
letters drafted by academics - albeit experienced survey practitioners - are appropriate for average
target persons, people from all walks of life.

The pretesting results show several clear takeaways. The first impression of the letter, and the
subsequent inclination to read the letter, are impacted most by the length and structure of the text and
by the logos. In a nutshell: The shorter the text, the better. Although a standard letter format is preferred,
the text needs to be well-structured, and subheadings seem to be useful for processing information. They
make it easier to find specific information and improve comprehension. Including the logo of the sponsor,
the Federal Ministry, was perceived positively by almost all participants, as it lends legitimacy to the
letter and the survey request and emphasizes the importance of the survey. Interestingly, none of the
participants expressed any concern about “the government”. Of course, this particular pool of
participants has a generally positive attitude to survey participation and may have been somewhat
biased.

In terms of content and arguments, the cognitive pretest confirmed that participants appreciated being
told that their addresses were obtained from the residents’ registration offices. Mentioning that
interviewers would show their badge was also found to be important. These two elements, together with
the sponsor information and logo, seem to be key in conveying the legitimacy and trustworthiness of the
survey. Participants found it important for the letter to mention that “no prior experience or special
knowledge is required for the interview.” While this is especially important for large-scale assessments, it
might also be relevant for other surveys since it seems to allay possible vague fears and insecurities
about the interview. A convincing argument supporting participation is that the scientific results of the



survey will be used to inform political decisions. Another crucial motivation is the considerable conditional
incentive. Specifying that it would be paid in cash was found to be reassuring and evoked positive
reactions. The at times somewhat unfavorable reactions to the prepaid incentives were rather surprising,
since various surveys have found they have positive effects on response rates (e.g., Blohm & Koch, 2021;
Singer et al., 1999). It is possible there may be a dissociation between conscious spontaneous reactions
to the prepaid incentive versus its overall effect on participation.

The findings from the cognitive interviews were used to re-design and finalize the advance letter for the
German PIAAC field study. Due to certain constraints and some contradictions inherent in the
recommendations, not all proposed changes derived from these results could be taken on board
simultaneously in the final version of the advance letter. For example, it was not possible to have a
structured letter format, with logos on the right-hand side, a larger font, and have everything fit on one
page. Thus, the final reconciled advance letter version combined what were thought to be the essential
aspects. The final letter profited from the valuable pointers on content elements to include or avoid and
the wording recommendations.

Some participants would have liked additional information that was not included in the letter, such as
information on interview length. This information was laid out in the flyer enclosed with the advance letter
and the privacy statement. A conscious decision was made not to include this additional material in the
cognitive interview to avoid overloading the pretest and be able to focus only on the advance letter as the
central element of the advance mail. It would be interesting to expand on research by Chan and Pan
(2011) and further explore how advance mail in its entirety is perceived and processed by target persons.

In our view, some recommendations derived from this cognitive pretest, for example with respect to
brevity and layout, may also be helpful for other surveys. For large-scale assessments, paying special
attention to the reading load, the complexity of wording, and the density of the advance letter, is
particularly important: It is essential for the advance letter to be suitable for target persons with limited
literacy skills. Likewise, over-simplifying the letter would imply leaving out important information.
Furthermore, language and style need to remain professional to convey the status and legitimacy of the
survey.

Due to the small sample size, interpretation and generalization of our findings are limited. For example, it
was not possible to investigate differences between persons with different characteristics. Future studies
with samples sizes and compositions that allow to analyse how elements of advance letters affect
different persons differentially would be greatly beneficial. Interviewer focus groups could also
complement cognitive pretests (White et al., 1998). Experimental designs are attractive from a survey
methodological point of view. However, it is to be expected that the magnitude of the effect of advance
letters will be small, thus requiring large sample sizes (Lynn et al., 1998).

To sum, a qualitative approach was chosen to explore the strengths and weaknesses of the different
design variants, contents, and wordings. Cognitive pretesting proved to be a useful tool to support survey
practitioners in optimizing their advance letter design. Some of the specific recommendations derived
from the cognitive interviews may be of interest to other face-to-face surveys and be partly applicable to
letters in the context of other survey modes.

Appendix



Table A1 Content Variations of the Advance Letter — German Source Texts
Topic Advance letter version
vi V. V3

Subject heading "Studie zu grundlegenden Fertigkeiten "PIAAC: Die internationale Studie zu "Fertigkeiten fiir Alltag und Beruf m
Erwachsener: Ihre Teilnahme ist wichtig!" Alltagsfertigkeiten Erwachsener” Deutschland"

Introductory part "... laden wir Sie herzlich ein_ an der "__. Ste wurden ausgewahlt, an PIAAC =V1
internationalen Studie PIAAC ... teilzunehmen”  teilzunehmen "

Topic, objective and "Ziel der Studie ist es, herauszufinden, welche  "Ziel der Studie ist es, herauszufinden, welche  "Ziel der Studie ist es, herauszufinden, welche

impact of findings Fertigkeiten wir m unserem Leben bisher Fertigkeiten wir m unserem Leben bisher Fertigkeiten wir m unserem Leben bisher
erworben haben und was notwendig ist, um erworben haben und was notwendig ist, um erworben haben und was notwendig ist, um
alltaglichen und beruflichen Anfordenmgen zu  alltaglichen und beruflichen Anforderungenzu  alltaglichen und beruflichen Anforderungen zu
begegnen Die Erkenntnisse sollen dazu gemutzt  begegnen " begegnen Die Erkenntnisse liefern eine
werden, besser auf die Bedirfhisse der wissenschaftliche Grundlage fiir politische
Menschen in Deutschland emnzugehen " Entscheidungen und gesellschaftliche

Veranderungen "

Importance of "Thre Teilnahme ist ... besonders wertvoll " "Thre Teilnahme ist .. sehr wichtig " "Mit Threr Teilnahme tragen Sie zum Erfolg der

participation Studie ... ber"

Sample selection "Sie wurden ausgewdhlt, an PIAAC "Fiir PIAAC werden in Deutschland mehrere "In Deutschland werden mehrere Tausend
teilzunehmen. In Deutschland werden mehrere  Tausend zufiillig ausgewahlte Personen im Alter Personen im Alter von 16 bis 65 Jahren befrast.
Tausend zuffillig ausgewahlte Personen im Alter  von 16 bis 65 Jahren befrast." Die Auswahl dieser Personen erfolot zufallig aus
von 16 bis 65 Jahren befragt." den Emwohnermeldeamtern "

Interviewer "In den nichsten Wochen wird sich die fiir Sie  "In den néchsten Wochen wird sich Frau =V1
vorgesehene Interviewerin, Frau <Name> mit  <Name> von <Erhebungsinstitur= rut Thnen
Thnen personlich in Verbindung setzen ... Sie personlich in Verbindung setzen ..."
wird sich mit Threm Inferviewerausweis
ausweisen "

Incentive "Als Zeichen unserer Anerkennung haben wir ~ "Nach Ende der Beftagung erhalten Sie als "Als Zeichen unserer Anerkennung haben wir
diesem Brief 5 Euro beigelegt. Nach Ende der  Dankeschén fiir Thre Teilnahme 50 Euro. Als diesem Brief 5 € beigelegt. Nach Ende der
Befragung erhalten Sie als Dankeschon fiir Thre  Zeichen unserer Anerkennung haben wir diesem  Befragung erhalten Sie als Dankeschon fiir Thre
Teilnahme weitere 50 Euro in bar." Brief bereits 5 Euro beigelegt.” Teilnahme weitere 50 € i bar"

Experience’ "Es sind keine Vorkenntnisse oder besonderes Mot included "Fiir die Befragung sind keine Vorkenntnisse

knowledge Wissen notig." und kein besonderes Wissen notig."

Table A2 Content Variations of the Advance Letter — English Translations of Source Texts
Topic Advance letter version
Vi V2 V3

Subject heading "Study on basic adult skills: Your participation1s "PIAAC: The international study on everyday ~ "Skills for everyday and work life in Germany"
important!" adult skalls"

Introductory part "_.. we cordially invite you to participate inthe " you were selected for participation in =Vl
intemational PIAAC study ..." PIAAC"

Topic, objectiveand  "The objective of the study is to find out what ~ "The objective of the study is to find out what ~ "The objective of the study is to find out what

impact of findings skills we have acquired in our lives so far and skills we have acquired in our lives so far and skalls we have acquired in our lives so far and
what is necessary to meet everyday and what is necessary to meet everyday and what is necessary to meet everyday and
professional demands. The findings will be used  professional demands.” professional demands. The findings provide a
to better respond to the needs of people in scientific basis for political decisions and societal
Germany." change."

Tmportance of "_.. your participation 1s especially valuable." "_.. your participation 1s very mmportant.” "By participating you contribute to the study's

participation success ..."

Sample selection "You have been selected to participate in "In Germany, several thousand randomly "In Germany, several thousand persons between
PIAAC. In Germany, several thousand randomly selected persons between the ages of 16 and 65 the ages of 16 and 65 will be interviewed. These
selected persons between the ages of 16 and 65  will be interviewed for PIAAC." persons are randomly selected from the
will be interviewed." residents’ registration offices "

Interviewer "Tn the next few weeks, the interviewer allocated "In the next few weeks, Ms. <Namne> from =V1
to you, Ms. <Name=, will contact you personally <Swrvey Organizatiors will contact you
.. She will show you her interviewer badge ."  personally .."

Incentive "As a token of our appreciation we have "After the interview you will receive 50 Euros ~ "As a token of our appreciation we have
enclosed 5 Euros with this letter. After the as a thank-you for your participation. As atoken enclosed 5 € with thus letter. After the inferview
interview you will receive another 50 Eurosin  of our appreciation we have enclosed S Euros  you will recerve another 50 € in cash as a thank-
cash ax a thank-vou for your participation " with this letter." you for your participation "

Experience/ "Prior experience or special knowledge is not Not mcluded "Prior experienice or special knowledge is not

knowledge required.” required for the interview."

Note: The translation is not always as elegant as the original source, as we produced close translations focused on conveying the German content]



[1] Advance letter is the general term used in this study and subsumes cover/pre-notification/survey
letter.

[2] Tables A1 and A2 in the appendix show German source texts and translations from German into

English.
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