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1.0 Introduction

Federal statistical agencies have continuously, throughout their history, sought to improve
the quality of their statistical products. This has been accomplished using a variety of mechanisms
such as internal monitoring of survey processes, external review boards, interagency committees,
and various legislative mandates. Repeated interagency committees and the volume of literature
available on survey nonresponse speak to the importance of the subject for all statistical agencies.
Most recently, the Federal Committee on Statistical Methodology (FCSM) organized a
subcommittee with a charge to better understand unit nonresponse in surveys. Its findings and
recommendations were published in a set of three papers in 1994 providing for: an overview of
survey nonresponse (Shettle, Guenther, Kaspryzk and Gonzalez, 1994), establishment survey
nonresponse (Osmint, McMahon and Martin, 1994) and household survey nonresponse (Johnson,
Botman and Basiotis, 1994). In 1998, the Interagency Group on Establishment Nonresponse
(IGEN) was formed and it too was charged with examining nonresponse, but just to return to the
issue of nonresponse in establishment surveys. The group began by revisiting a lot of the same
ground as the FCSM subcommittee, updating and adding to that presented in the three FCSM papers
and sharing best practices. IGEN's more important mandate, however, will move the group beyond
that accomplished by the FCSM subcommittee. IGEN will, in the coming months, choose some
area(s) of research on establishment nonresponse within which to collaborate. This paper represents
the beginning phase of the interagency collaboration.

An establishment can be considered an economic unit which conducts business or performs
a service or industrial operations. For the purposes of this paper, an establishment survey is one
which collects information from or about establishments or economic units composed of
establishments. The units may be, for example, individual establishments, companies, multiple
establishments corresponding to one Employer Identification Number, hospitals, schools,
institutions, farms, physical structures, or government agencies. Most Federal establishment
surveys are periodic, although one-time surveys are also conducted. Members of IGEN were chosen
to represent their respective agencies (although all Federal agencies are not represented by the
group). The ultimate goals of the group are to identify and conduct research on establishment
nonresponse that will mutually benefit the agencies represented by the group members.

This paper is the result of the first part of the group’s mandate: to review current practices

with regard to nonresponse and identify potential future research directions. The paper is also



intended to serve as a vehicle to promote unique or innovative practices that reduce or adjust for
nonresponse. Our hope is that this group will have the support of its member agencies to implement
recommendations and to pursue joint research projects in the near future. Finally, similar to the
FCSM, the IGEN has decided to focus primarily on unit nonresponse and not on item nonresponse.
Therefore, this paper will address situations in which a selected establishment provides no survey
data (unit nonresponse), not when overall cooperation is granted but particular data items are
omitted (item nonresponse).

The paper is organized into 9 sections as follows: (1) general introduction, (2) literature
review, (3) brief overview of the kind of establishment data collected by the IGEN member
agencies, (4) how establishment response rates are calculated, (5) current trends in nonresponse
rates - a section that presents response rates of select establishment surveys, (6) methods and
activities to reduce nonresponse, (7) statistical adjustments for nonresponse, (8) special research
studies that have been conducted by Federal agencies in establishment nonresponse, and finally,

(9) future projects IGEN proposes are in need of further research and concluding remarks.

2.0 Literature Review

Survey methods research and survey data quality evaluations have routinely examined the
causes and effects of survey nonresponse. Theoretical treatments of unit nonresponse appear in
standard textbooks on sampling such as Cochran (1977) and Kish (1965). Survey nonresponse rates
have been monitored over time by Steeh (1981), Johnson, Botman, and Basiotis (1994), and Smith
(1995). Discussions of social psychological correlates of nonresponse appear in Goyder (1987),
Groves (1989), and Groves and Couper (1998). A variety of mathematical statistical methods have
been developed to adjust survey data for nonresponse (Holt and Elliot, 1991; Little and Rubin,
1987). The three volume series, Incomplete Data in Sample Surveys (Madow, Nisselson and Olkin,
1983), contains a thorough examination of survey nonresponse, describing the implications of
nonresponse for survey estimates, measurement and reporting of nonresponse rates, data collection
methods for nonresponse reduction, nonresponse adjustment methods, along with a variety of
survey case studies.

However, most of the published literature on survey nonresponse has been devoted to
household or demographic surveys, and not to surveys of establishments. Many widely used

reference books on survey methods focus their discussions of nonresponse exclusively on household
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surveys. See for example, Telephone Survey Methodology (Groves, et. al., 1988), Survey Errors
and Survey Costs (Groves, 1989), Panel Surveys (Kasprzyk, Duncan, Kalton and Singh, 1989),
Nonsampling Errors in Surveys (Lessler and Kalsbeek, 1992), Survey Research Methods (Fowler,
1993), and Nonresponse in Household Interview Surveys (Groves and Couper, 1998). Groves
(1989) refers only to household survey nonresponse, stating that unit nonresponse arises in the three
following ways: “1) inability to contact the sample household or person, 2) inability of the sample
person to provide responses to the survey, and 3) refusals to the interview request.” The IGEN
firmly believe that there are critical differences between households and establishments that affect
nonresponse.

Although published research on response and nonresponse in establishment surveys is
relatively sparse, there is an indication that this is an area for concern. In an international survey of
statistical agencies (Christianson and Tortora, 1995), about half reported declines in establishment
survey response rates for the previous 10 years. Steady or increasing response rates were attributed
to increased effort and resources devoted to nonresponse follow-up, automation, improved pre-
notification, reductions in the amount of data collected, and other changes to data collection
procedures. This experience appears to be shared by many Federal establishment surveys. Trends
in establishment survey response rates are discussed in Section 5.0 of this paper.

Typically, published literature to date has discussed establishment nonresponse in the
context of the differences between establishment and household surveys (Paxson, Dillman and
Tarnai, 1995; Osmint, McMahon and Martin, 1994; Tomaskovic-Devey, Leiter and Thompson,
1994; Edwards and Cantor, 1991). Hidiroglou, Drew, and Gray (1993) offer a “conceptual
framework for the definition of response and nonresponse that is suitable for both business and
social surveys.” They provide an extensive list of terms and definitions to support response and
nonresponse measurement, along with descriptions of both business and social survey procedures to
reduce nonresponse. Although they do not explicitly compare and contrast business and household
surveys, the authors do recognize several characteristics unique to businesses that impact
nonresponse in establishment surveys.

Tomaskovic-Devey, et. al. (1994), also challenge the approach of placing establishment
survey methods in a household survey context. In a study of North Carolina businesses, they found
that several characteristics of businesses not relevant in household surveys affected survey

participation. For example, some types of establishments were more likely than others to respond



(e.g. manufacturing versus retail trade), larger establishments were less likely to respond, and
establishments in industries with high profits were less likely to respond. Distinguishing
characteristics of establishments and establishment surveys that would affect nonresponse either

positively or negatively include the following:

o establishments are not always represented by a specific, named individual

J establishments may have multiple addresses and telephone numbers

o businesses tend to have gatekeepers, such as receptionists, secretaries, etc.

J offices may have established policies against survey participation

o data requested may be highly technical

o interviewers typically have extensive (survey) subject-matter knowledge

o records may be available that contain the data requested (and establishments may have

mandatory record keeping requirements)
o businesses can be defined at a variety of levels (establishment, enterprise, site, etc.)
o people able to access and provide data may not be the same people authorized to grant

permission to release data

J time of year may affect reporting for seasonal business activities

o data may be proprietary or deemed confidential business information

o list frames are often readily available

o data are usually continuous and may cover a large range (e.g. 0 - millions)

o populations are often highly skewed with small numbers of large target units (which are

usually known to survey designers; see Pietsch, 1995)

o some population units are selected with high probabilities (up to and including
probability=1)
J business status (i.e. in-scope determination) may be unclear, establishments may go in and

out of business, but may also split or merge with other establishments

o survey contacts for some establishments may be quite numerous, with data collected during
multiple contacts over time and establishments contacted for numerous surveys

o establishments are more likely than households to be users of survey results



o mandatory reporting is not uncommon and fines may be imposed for non-reporting

One body of literature on establishment survey nonresponse tests the application or
adaptation of household survey methods to establishment surveys. Jobber (1986) looked at surveys
that included industrial populations and found mixed results for pre-survey notifications, monetary
and non-monetary incentives, degree of personalization of survey mailings and other factors.
However, many of these surveys did not collect establishment level data; instead they asked
establishment employees for personal opinions and information. James and Bolstein (1992)
successfully used monetary incentives to increase response rates in collecting employee health
insurance information among small construction subcontractors. However, they failed to recognize
the uniqueness of their target population and did not discuss their results with respect to
characteristics particular to establishments.

Walker, Kirchmann, and Conant (1987) used a number of elements from Dillman’s Total
Design Method (Dillman, 1978) to increase response to an establishment mail survey. They
suggested that this increased response, but their research did not include a control group for
statistical comparison. Paxson, Dillman and Tarnai (1995) found that mandatory reporting and
telephone follow-ups in establishment surveys did produce high response rates (although the studies
they cite also did not contain control groups for comparison).

Alternatively, another body of literature examines the use of data collection methods that
would not be feasible, for surveys of the general public, to help increase response. Werking and
Clayton (1995) discuss the use of automated data collection methods in the Current Employment
Statistics survey, including use of facsimile machines, electronic data interchange, touch tone data
entry and others. Many of these techniques require that respondents have (or have access to) office
machines (such as FAX, or personal computer). Data are primarily quantitative in nature and
respondents must be in the survey on repeated occasions with sufficient frequency to warrant the
initial training required to provide data in these nontraditional ways.

In addition to changes in data collection procedures, alternative statistical methods have
been researched. Changes in the sample design have been explored to help increase business survey
response. Permanent random numbers and rotational designs (see for example, Ohlsson, 1995;
Srinath and Carpenter, 1995) have been used to minimize the amount of overlap in establishment

survey samples and resulting respondent burden over time. Survey data imputation and the



particular problems unique to business survey data were discussed by Kovar and Whitridge (1995).
Statistical methods for compensating for nonresponse are discussed in Section 7.0 of this paper.

It is also noteworthy that literature from disciplines other than survey methodology have
addressed establishment survey nonresponse. For example, the articles by Tomaskovic-Devey, et al.
(1994), Jobber (1986), and Walker, et. al. (1987) are found in journals related to organizational
behavior, not traditional survey research literature sources.

Within the Federal statistical system, a variety of special studies have been undertaken to
enhance data collection methods for establishment surveys or to identify procedures that improve or
maintain response. Additionally, research proceeds on nonresponse adjustments designed to
improve the quality of survey estimates. Selected special studies conducted by Federal statistical

agencies are described in Section 8.0 of this paper.

3.0 Establishment Survey Data Collected by IGEN Agencies

Establishment surveys conducted or sponsored by Federal statistical agencies cover all
aspects of the U. S. economy. Some surveys provide general statistical information that measure an
aspect of the nation's economy while others provide specialized information on important topics
such as health, education, energy, and research. To provide an overview of the diversity of Federal
establishment surveys, brief descriptions of types of some establishment surveys sponsored by the
government statistical agencies represented by IGEN members follow.

The Census Bureau is the Federal Government's main collector and provider of data about
the people and economy of the United States. It conducts over 100 different establishment surveys
and censuses that measure most sectors of the nation's economy, with the exception of agriculture.
These surveys collect a wealth of general statistics such as sales, shipments, inventories, value of
construction, payroll, and employment. The Census Bureau also conducts about 30 establishment
surveys sponsored by other government agencies which collect specialized establishment data from
manufacturers, educational institutions, hospitals, prisons, and other establishments.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) is the principal fact-finding agency for the Federal
Government in the broad field of labor economics and statistics. BLS conducts a wide variety of
establishment surveys to produce statistics on employment, unemployment, compensation,
employee benefits, job safety, and prices for producers, consumers, and U.S. imports and exports.

Data are collected from the full spectrum of establishments including manufacturers, retailers,



services, state employment agencies, and U.S. importers and exporters of goods and services. With
the exception of the Occupational Safety and Health Survey, all establishment surveys conducted by
BLS are voluntary. Survey frequency varies from monthly to annual collection.

The Department of Agriculture's National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) mission
is to provide meaningful, accurate, and objective statistical information and services for the United
States, its agriculture, and its rural communities. NASS conducts annually over 100 national
surveys and numerous state level surveys, primarily of farmers, ranchers and other agribusinesses.
Surveys vary in frequency from weekly to annual collection. In addition, special studies are
conducted under cooperative funding arrangements with other government organizations and with
State Departments of Agriculture and Land-Grant universities. NASS also conducts the Census of
Agriculture every five years. Surveys about crops, livestock, prices, economics, labor, chemical-
usage and other agricultural activities result in over 350 reports published annually by NASS's
Agricultural Statistics Board. Almost all surveys are voluntary.

The Energy Information Administration (EIA) is a quasi-independent agency of the
Department of Energy. EIA's scope includes all energy types (petroleum, natural gas, coal,
electricity, nuclear, renewables), energy stages (production, conversion, distribution, supply,
consumption, price), and impacts (technical, economic, environmental). EIA systematically collects
data directly from approximately 120,000 respondents through 83 scientifically designed surveys
and also collects data indirectly from other sources. The majority of its establishment surveys are
mandatory self-administered mail surveys of companies involved in the energy industry. EIA's
surveys tend to be censuses, rather than sample surveys.

The National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) is an agency in the Center for Disease
Control and Prevention. The NCHS mission is to measure the health of the nation. NCHS conducts
both household and establishment surveys. With regard to establishment surveys, NCHS collects
data from health care providers (for example, physicians, hospitals) about the use of their health care
services. Data are collected on sample visits for care at the provider and include patient
demographics (age, sex, ethnicity, race), payment sources, medical tests, patient symptoms,
diagnoses, procedures, drugs prescribed, visit disposition, and lengths of hospital stays. Some
establishment surveys are ongoing and involve continuous, daily collection; others involve periodic
collection on alternate years. All NCHS surveys are voluntary.

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) collects and analyzes data related to



education in the United States and other nations. It collects data on elementary and secondary
education, addressing such issues as student reading proficiency, origin and background of new
teachers, and the number of students who attend postsecondary institutions. For postsecondary
education, NCES measures how professors spend their time, how long it takes to finish college, and
who receives financial aid. NCES also collects statistics on education and society, library science
and resources, lifelong learning and society's needs, vocational education, and international
education statistics. All NCES surveys are voluntary, and frequency of collection varies from one to
every five years depending on the survey.

The General Accounting Office (GAO) is the research arm of Congress. In the course of
its program evaluation and auditing work, it conducts sample surveys of establishments and other
organizations in many public and private industries on a variety of subjects. The products of GAO's
research are generally analytical reports and not official statistics or microdata. The majority of
these surveys are cross-sectional and not repeated, and use self-administered mail questionnaires for
samples ranging from a few hundred to several thousand. GAO does not have mandatory reporting
authority for any of its surveys.

Appendix 1 includes more detailed information on many of the surveys used as examples in
this paper. A brief description of each survey and information about the survey procedures and

target establishments are presented.

4.0 Calculation of Response Rates

Response rate is the most commonly used measure denoting nonresponse problems.
Response rates are frequently used as one measure of survey quality and are routinely calculated and
tracked by Federal statistical agencies. They are used to evaluate the quality of estimates and to see

which sample groups should be targeted for efforts to increase response rates. On occasion, the
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rates are also used to evaluate the effectiveness of new sampling modifications or data collection
procedures. A number of survey response rates are also published to provide data users with an
indication of data quality.

To meet survey evaluation needs, different response rates are produced. Final response rates
over all the sample are commonly produced. Some surveys produce rates for multiple components
designated by separate questionnaires and/or, in a multi-stage survey, by sampling stages. Response
rates may also be produced for sub-samples defined by sampling strata; by frame variables such as
establishment type and/or size, geographic state and/or region, and types of locale; by classification
groups defined for establishments or products; by varying data collection strategies; or by field
offices. Some surveys with longer collection periods calculate their rates multiple times during
collection, for example, before and after major follow-up mailings or in panel surveys at each
deadline for publishing preliminary and revised estimates.

The focus in this paper is on unit nonresponse in establishment surveys where unit
nonresponse refers to a complete failure to obtain information for a sample unit. However, a
respondent who fails to provide sufficient or key information may also be treated as a unit

nonresponse.

4.1 Weighted and Unweighted Nonresponse

Unit response rates for establishment surveys are usually computed according to one or both
of two general formulas. The most basic is the unweighted response rate, which can be written as
follows:

Number of responding eligible reporting units

(1)

Unweighted Response rate =
Number of eligible reporting units in survey

The other is a weighted response rate which takes into consideration the importance assigned
to reporting units. This rate can be written as follows:

T¢

. }/'
Weighted response rate = ?‘
G

a

)
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The unweighted response rate is used to indicate the proportion of eligible units which
cooperate in the survey while the weighted rate is generally used to indicate the proportion of some
estimated population total which is contributed by respondents. In cases where a small number of
large establishments may account for a major proportion of the population total, the weighted
response rate is probably a better indicator of the quality of the estimate.

A third type of unit response rate may be calculated for multi-stage surveys where sampling

occurs within sampled establishments. If R, is the unit response rate for establishments (first
reporting stage) and if R, is the unit response rate among units sampled within establishments
(second reporting stage), then

Overall response rate = R, x R, 3)

where R, and R, are calculated according to (1) or (2) separately for the two reporting stages.

The three types of calculations for response rates may be illustrated with the 1994 Schools
and Staffing Survey (SASS) which was conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics.
Response rates are produced for each questionnaire in SASS. The unweighted rates as defined in (1)
are calculated by using the ratio X/Y where X is the number of schools which returned a completed
questionnaire and Y is the number of sample schools which were confirmed to be still existing

during field work. The weighted response rates corresponding to (2) are calculated by the formula

Z Wi 5(q )(i, response)
dwi

i

where J77; is the inverse of the selection probability for the ith in-scope school and the following is

an indicator function for response.

1 if the ith school returned form q, and

5 . = .
(q ) (i, response) 0 otherwise

For example, the unweighted and weighted response rates for the
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school administrator questionnaire among private schools are 90.3% and 87.6%, respectively
(Abramson et al, 1996). The overall response rate defined in (3) applies to the teacher questionnaire
which is given to teachers sampled from the Teacher List forms returned by sampled schools. For
instance, 95% of in-scope public schools returned the Teacher List while the unweighted and
weighted response rates for sampled public school teachers were 88.9% and 88.2%, respectively.
The weighted overall response rate for public school teachers is, thus, 83.8% (= 0.950 x .882 x 100).

Definitions for the components in the rate calculations vary with survey objectives and the
various uses made of the rates. For most establishment surveys, the reporting units are individual
establishments. However, in some surveys individual establishments may occasionally be split or
combined with other establishments to form reporting units. For the second stage response rates,
the units selected within the responding establishments comprise the reporting units.

Eligible units are generally units in the sampling frame which are both in business and in-
scope during the survey period, even if they should go out-of-business or otherwise out-of-scope
before the survey’s field work is complete. Establishments which are never in-business nor in-scope
for the survey period are not usually considered survey eligible.

Generally, only eligible units are included in response rate calculations. However, some
agencies may include all units at which data collection was attempted, including out-of-scopes
because they are often considered veiled refusals. Establishments which cannot be located are
frequently defined to be out-of-scope and thus are excluded from calculations under the assumption
that establishments cannot stay in business if the public can not find them. Response rate
calculations usually include survey refusals and sometimes include sampled units for which
resources were insufficient to attempt confirmation of survey eligibility. In some panel surveys,
response rates calculated at each panel’s initiation do include refusals, but the rates calculated
periodically over the rest of the panel’s life include only the units which agreed to survey
participation at the panel’s initiation.

Respondents are usually survey-eligible reporting units for which “useable responses” are
obtained. Definitions for “useable responses” commonly include returned survey instruments
(including partial responses which satisfy some minimum reporting requirements) and responses
received in time for the data to be included in published statistics. Depending on the survey,
minimum data requirements for respondent status vary and may consist of only one specific number,

information about any one data item out of several requested from the establishment, or a useful
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response from at least one of the reporting units within the establishment. Some surveys use a
multi-stage sample design and collect separate questionnaires for each ultimate unit (i.e., the unit
sampled at the final stage or lowest level of sampling) sampled within an establishment. For these
surveys, respondent status for the establishment may require that completed questionnaires be
returned for a minimum percent of the sample of ultimate units expected from that establishment for
at least a specified percent of the time in which that establishment was in scope during the survey
year.

In the interest of analyzing and improving survey response rates, unweighted and/or
weighted rates are sometimes calculated for different types of nonresponse. Each type of
nonresponse can be calculated using equations (1) and (2) with a new numerator. Depending on the

survey, such rates may be calculated separately for:

o establishments which have gone out of business prior to the survey

o establishments which are in business but are out of scope for the survey

. establishments for which no survey contact was attempted

o establishments for which survey contact was attempted but without success, for example a

seasonal business was closed during the field work or sampling frame information was
insufficient to locate the establishment

. establishments for which establishment officials explicitly refuse to authorize the response to
the survey for any reason, such as anti-survey sentiments, reticence about the government,
concern about confidentiality for the requested data, concern about staff resources needed for
the survey, or lack of endorsements by selected organizations

J establishments in which officials who could authorize survey participation were never
reached by the survey; for example persons initially contacted at an establishment, such as
administrative employees, blocked survey mail and/or phone calls from reaching the
officials, or a review board which must authorize surveys in the establishment did not
convene in time for the establishment to participate

o establishments in which requested data are not available; for example no one may
collect/record the data, the data records may be inaccessible or destroyed, or the data may be

recorded in a format incompatible with the format of the requested data
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o establishments which agree to participate but do not deliver the requested data, for example
the person with data is not available or breaks appointments with survey staff or the survey

forms are lost in the mail or delayed beyond survey deadlines.

These and other types of nonresponse may be tracked separately, because strategies to reduce them

are likely to be quite different.

5.0 Trends in Nonresponse Rates

Conventional wisdom in the survey research profession holds that nonresponse rates are
increasing. For personal and household surveys, this hypothesis has been largely upheld, and there
is some evidence that this phenomenon may be due to increasing refusal rates, even as noncontact
rates hold steady or decline (Groves, 1989; Steeh, 1981; Smith, 1995). There is less evidence of a
clear trend in the establishment survey discipline however.

Christianson & Tortora (1995), in a survey of 21 international statistical agencies asked
informants to categorize each organization's surveys and censuses as either increasing, unchanged,
or decreasing in response rate over the 10 years ending in 1993. A total of 104 surveys were
categorized and the authors concluded that the plurality of studies maintained unchanged rates,
while a smaller and roughly balanced number reported increasing and decreasing trends.

Osmint et al. (1994) and Gonzales, et al. (1995) reported response rates for annual surveys
conducted from 1984 - 1990 by the Federal government. A composite rate, represented by the
average annual response rates from nine surveys, revealed a "slightly decreasing but fairly stable"
trend when weighted response rates were used, while a composite of unweighted response rates
"was slightly increasing." Taken individually, only one survey of nine showed a marked trend
(decreasing). The data did "not support a hypothesized decrease in response rates for establishment

surveys during the period studied; neither did it suggest improvement."

5.1 Recent Nonresponse Trends - Data and Measures

For this paper, response rate trend data from 12 Federal government surveys conducted for at
least three periods within the last 10 years (1987-1997) were collected. The surveys were selected
from the agencies represented by IGEN members. Three of these surveys also reported response

rates for almost all of the last 20 years (1977-1997). (See Figure 1, page 18) To enable the greatest
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number of comparisons, unweighted unit response rates are reported for all 12 surveys, although a
weighted response rate would more accurately reflect the magnitude of nonresponse in terms of any
totals being estimated by the surveys.

There are limitations to interpreting these comparisons. The definitions of useable responses
and eligible sample units varied across surveys. Other differences in sample design or
administration also affect response rate calculation. For example, sample elements in a long-term
panel would likely suffer greater attrition, and therefore experience more downward pressure on
response rates over time, than would a mixed or more frequently rotated panel sample. See

Appendix 1 for more detailed information on the surveys cited.

5.2  Research Findings

Only three of the 12 surveys exhibited a monotonically decreasing trend in response rates for
the 10-year period, but four others were generally decreasing. Two appeared to be increasing over
most of the period. The remaining three had relatively stable or mixed response rate patterns.

For the 3 surveys with response rate data available for up to the last 20 years, no clear trends
can be detected. The National Hospital Discharge Survey (NHDS) appeared to exhibit generally
declining response rates from 1977 through 1989, after which a marked and sustained increase in
response occurs.

Survey type and design features seemed to have a more prominent role in determining
response rates than did survey period. For example, an NHDS survey redesign implemented in
1988 was thought to have caused the large and apparently permanent increase in response rates on
that survey. Major redesign of the Occupational Employment Statistics survey (OES) was
associated with a large response rate decrease in 1996 (from 78% to 70%). Previous research has
indicated significant associations between design features and response rate levels. For example,
the presence of a mandatory reporting requirement has been shown to significantly increase
response rates in some Census Bureau surveys (Worden & Hamilton, 1989).

Further adding to the difficulty of detecting environmental change in establishment survey
nonresponse, many surveys benefitted from increased effort in terms of recontacts and incentives
that were targeted to improving response rates. Some of these surveys experienced net increases in
response during these periods of increased effort, while others maintained their response rate or

experienced an overall decline in rate. For example, the NHDS employed measures that decreased
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response burden beginning in 1985, and response rates increased for several years afterward. In
contrast, the Commercial Building Energy Consumption Surveys (CBECS1 and CBEC2) reported
an increase in the number of callbacks and total interview hours expended per complete interview
for the 4 surveys conducted from 1989 through 1995, and still experienced a net decrease in overall
response during that time. Nonresponse data separating the dispositions of refusal and noncontact
was available for only three of the ten surveys. In both NASS surveys (AgSvy and ARMS), the
refusal rate generally had a higher rate of increase over time than did the rate of sample units who
were never contacted. This pattern is consistent with that found in studies of household and
personal nonresponse trends. Increases in the response rate in recent years of NASS’s Agriculture
Resource Management Study (ARMS) are due to changes in the 1996 survey design, which
significantly reduced the burden in any single interview and the integration of the data collection in
1997 with the Census of Agriculture which carries mandatory reporting authority.

Note that problems of comparability between surveys arise because some methods of
administration might classify or remedy noncontact in different ways. Further, the constant redesign
of surveys over time make comparison difficult. Unmeasured external factors may be driving

response rate movement, and the unique characteristics of eacsurvey prevent generalization.

6.0 Methods and Activities to Reduce Nonresponse

While trends in response rates for establishment surveys are not clear, they are still a concern
throughout the Federal government. As Christianson and Tortora (1995) noted, stable or increasing
response rates are often the result of increased time, effort, and resources expended by Federal
statistical agencies. Timely collection of data is a top priority in all surveys. Different agencies
have different ways of dealing with nonresponse, each depends upon the scope and qualities of the
particular survey. Nevertheless, there are four common themes discussed in this paper that can be
found in most Federal surveys. Many Federal agencies engage in some type of pre-survey public
relations emphasizing the purpose and importance of their survey. A majority of agencies include,
as part of their survey design, attempts to minimize the number of non-respondents by reducing

respondent burden. When faced with nonresponse, most agencies take some sort of action in an
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Fig. 1: Unweighted Response Rates to Selected Government
Establishment Surveys:
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Fig. 2: Unweighted Response Rates to Selected Government
Establishment Surveys:

Surveys with trend data for last 20 years
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effort to encourage the respondent to report. Finally, if those efforts fail, most agencies have

aprescribed way of handling respondents who refuse participation.

6.1 Pre-survey Activities

Like their private agency counterparts, many Federal agencies use marketing and public
relations in an effort to maximize response. Using a combination of mailings, telephone calls,
and/or personal visits, agencies try to emphasize the purpose and importance of their survey. The
mailings usually consist of specially developed respondent materials, such as information packets,
brochures, and fact sheets, mailed to the respondent along with an introductory letter explaining the
particular survey. In some surveys, the mailing is followed up with a telephone call reinforcing the
importance of the survey, while other agencies make a personal visit attempting to further promote
their cause. Regardless of the mode, the message is essentially the same, stressing the legitimacy
and importance of the particular survey. Some agencies even develop a catchphrase to help transmit
their message. A good example of this is the GAO which refers to its status as the "research arm of
the United States Congress" in its respondent materials.

Some agencies seek to form a partnership with pertinent business communities in order to

19



promote their survey. Agencies seek the endorsement of industry organizations and associations,
such as Chambers of Commerce, in order to further legitimize their survey, or lobby related
industries to assist in reducing respondent burden. For example, the ES-202, a program of the BLS,
lobbies the payroll processing industry to include programming in their software that facilitates the
calculation and submission of payroll data items requested from ES-202 respondents. Some publish
articles about their survey in industry newsletters, while others participate in pertinent industry
conferences and seminars, promoting awareness of their survey.

When applicable, the agencies also emphasize their assurance of confidentiality for
respondents that is protected by law. For example, the National Health Care Survey (NHCS) is
backed by a Congressional mandate (Section 308[d] of Public Health Service Act, [42USC242m])
which prohibits disclosure of respondents' identities, and NHCS stresses this in its respondent
materials. Legal responsibility for maintaining respondent confidentiality is emphasized by many
Federal agencies. When requesting sensitive data items, the assurance of confidentiality addresses
one of the main concerns of the respondent, increasing the likelihood of gaining their cooperation.
6.2  Reducing Respondent Burden Through Survey Design

Reducing respondent burden is always a goal of survey agencies, because respondents are
less likely to participate if they perceive the burden to be too great. Therefore, most Federal
agencies have built components into their overall survey design that attempt to reduce respondent
burden, thereby minimizing nonresponse. These components include a flexible sample design, a
clear and easy to use questionnaire design, and the availability of different reporting modes or
special reporting arrangements.

The actual sample design can affect the level of nonresponse in a survey. Some on-going
surveys, such as the National Hospital Ambulatory Care Survey (NHAMCS) of NCHS, implement a
rotational sample design, in which respondents are asked to participate usually for a short, fixed
amount of time, thus reducing overall survey response burden. Others, such as the School and
Staffing Survey (SASS), a survey of the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), may even
control the sample overlap between rotations, intentionally minimizing the overlap. That way the
chance that a respondent is asked to participate twice or more in consecutive time periods is
minimized, further reducing burden. Others, such as the Agricultural Resource Management Study
(ARMS) of the National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS), use a Perry-Burt Sampling

Procedure, which uses fixed random numbers in selecting samples to minimize the number of
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contacts with a given establishment from other NASS competing surveys during the year. Samples
may also be designed to collect more data from individually selected sample units so as to reduce
the total number of establishment cont