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Preface to the
2007 Update

METHODS FOR conducting sample surveys are changing with unprece-
dented speed. Since the publication of this book in 2000, our ability to con-
duct reliable telephone surveys has declined because of lower response
rates and the trend toward abandoning household telephones in favor of
cellular connections. Although our ability to conduct web surveys has in-
creased dramatically, their use remains limited by inadequate coverage of
the general population. Caught between these trends surveyors are increas-
ingly drawn toward the conduct of mixed-mode surveys, which collect data
from some respondents by one mode and use a different mode to reach
other respondents, in order to preserve data quality. However, the design of
mixed-mode surveys is itself being affected by new knowledge on the like-
lihood that different visual layouts for questions produce different answers
from respondents.

This update to the second edition adds a new Appendix that traces the in-
terconnections among these recent developments in survey methodology. It
summarizes new ideas and research, particularly in the area of visual de-
sign and layout, which are changing the way that surveys must be done.

DonN A. DILLMAN
June 4, 2006
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Preface to the
Second Edition

THE ELAPSE of 22 years between the first and second editions of this book
was not an attempt to set a record. Nor was it planned.

Development of the first edition, Mail and Telephone Surveys: The Total
Design Method, or the TDM book, as I have often heard it described, was
an attempt by a young assistant professor to solve the immediate problem
of how to collect meaningful survey data inexpensively. It was begun at
a time when neither mail nor telephones were used much for serious
surveys.

In the flatlands of Iowa, where roads run true north and south and east
and west, sampling was easy and personal interviews the norm, and my
graduate education at Iowa State University did not prepare me for the
mountains of Washington state. Here, most of the state’s population was lo-
cated on the other side of the Cascade Mountains, nearly 300 miles away
from the rolling wheat fields and winding roads that surrounded the small
university town of Pullman, Washington. Consequently, collecting data by
means of personal interviews was not possible with the small amount of
support that seemed within my reach. Initially, as I worked to convince staff
to manually type names at the top of letters preprinted on departmental
stationery and watched interviewers get sore fingers from dialing the noisy
rotary phones, I had little idea of the increased importance that mail, and
telephone methods in particular, would soon achieve in the nation’s survey
system. That would come later.

Ink on the first edition of this book was barely dry before people began
asking me questions for which I had few answers. Are you sure those meth-
ods will work for diaries? Sending a certified letter to people asking what
television program they watched sometime the month before doesn’t make
sense. Will these procedures work with business surveys? Could I do better
if I combined mail and telephone? Will these ideas work for federal govern-
ment surveys? Why didn’t you include financial incentives? And, what
about the other sources of error about which so little is mentioned, such as
coverage and measurement?

Each of these questions provided grist for experimentation and other re-
search. Although I was only vaguely aware of it at the time, the process of
converting to a tailored design approach for self-administered surveys, from
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xii PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

the one-size-fits-all approach of the Total Design Method, had begun. Tai-
lored Design refers to the development of survey designs that use common
procedures grounded in a social exchange perspective on why people do or
do not respond to surveys, similar to the TDM. However, it goes further to
describe the additional shaping of procedures and techniques for particular
surveys based on a more precise consideration of costs, rewards, and trust
associated with specific populations, sponsorship, and /or content. Specific
designs are influenced by major changes in the technological options now
becoming available for conducting self-administered surveys.

It became apparent in the early 1990s that the benefits of computeriza-
tion, which had steadily accrued to telephone interviewing since its devel-
opment in the early 1970s, were poised on at least three fronts to finally
benefit the design and delivery of self-administered questionnaires.
Yet, another new agenda for research was the result. First, the many for-
matting alternatives (ranging from font changes to the use of icons and col-
ors) that word processing and printing software presented for designing
mail questionnaires made it necessary to understand the specifics of how
visual design can influence survey response. Second, the development of
self-administered electronic modes of surveying, from e-mail and web to
interactive voice response (IVR), made it necessary to research how sur-
veys by these modes should be designed for greater effectiveness. And
third, the emergence of optical character recognition and imaging tech-
nologies raised the likelihood that the labor-intensive data entry process
for turning individual answers into data sets could be automated. That
made it necessary to consider how the visual design and layout of ques-
tionnaires could best facilitate optical processing.

My goal in this book is to articulate principles for tailoring the design of
self-administered questionnaires to population, content, and sponsorship in
ways that will reduce survey error from coverage, sampling, measurement,
and nonresponse. It is also my purpose to take into account the massive
technological changes that are giving efficiency to and expanding the possi-
bilities for the use of self-administered questionnaires to collect survey data
in a variety of situations, and to provide further possibilities for tailoring
survey designs appropriately.

The decision to omit discussion of telephone interviewing, to which fully
half of the first edition was devoted, was a practical one. Whereas only a few
dozen published articles about telephone interviewing existed in 1978, there
are now thousands. The complexities of conducting telephone interviews ex-
panded even more rapidly than those associated with doing self-administered
surveys, and it is no longer possible to adequately discuss detailed proce-
dures for doing both telephone and mail (or self-administered) surveys in the
same book.
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The elapse of 22 years between the first and second editions does not di-
minish the excitement I feel about the methods described in this book. Re-
search continues to be done and new ideas put forth as surveyors try to
develop designs with greater effectiveness. Just as I had the feeling of being
in the midst of a great change in the use of survey methods in 1978, that feel-
ing exists today, as well. Once again we are experiencing a survey revolu-
tion, the consequences of which are yet to be clearly known.

DoN A. DILLMAN
Pullman, Washington
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction to Tailored Design

IN THE late 1970s, a well-done mail survey was likely to exhibit a series of four
carefully timed mailings, laboriously personalized by typing individual
names and addresses atop preprinted letters. In combination with other
meticulous details, including real signatures and a replacement questionnaire
sent by certified mail, this procedure, the Total Design Method (TDM), dem-
onstrated the ability to achieve high response rates (Dillman, 1978). Two de-
cades later, self-administered surveys are recognizable as much for the ways
they differ as for their common features. For example:

¢ Inanational test of possible procedures for the Year 2000 Census, a four-
contact sequence of prenotice letter, questionnaire, reminder postcard,
and replacement questionnaire was sent. Personalization was impossi-
ble for such a large mailing, but the outgoing envelope contained these
words: “U.S. Census Form Enclosed; Your Response is Required by Law.”
The mailings were sent by first class mail to “residents,” and not named
individuals, at each address, and a response rate of 78% was achieved
(Dillman, Clark, and Treat, 1994).

¢ In surveys of visitors to national parks, researchers used a several step
sequence, ending with a request for the address to which a thank-you
postcard could be sent. This procedure resulted in average mail-back re-
sponse rates of 75% in 21 parks compared to 38% in 11 other parks,
where questionnaires were simply handed to the respondent with a re-
quest that they be completed and returned (Dillman, Dolsen, and Mach-
lis, 1995).

* Ina survey of people who had turned in out-of-state driver’s licenses to
obtain a Washington state license, researchers used a four-contact se-
quence of individually signed letters and included a $2 bill as an incen-
tive. A response rate of 65% was obtained from this population, which
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4 ELEMENTS OF THE TAILORED DESIGN METHOD

was younger (and therefore a more difficult one from which to obtain re-
sponses) than most general public samples, with an increase of nearly 20
percentage points as a result of the incentive (Miller, 1996).

e Inasurvey of university faculty, an electronic mail survey which used no
paper or stamps, but did use individually addressed e-mails and a pre-
notice with three replacement questionnaires, achieved a 58% response
rate. This response rate was the same as that obtained by a four-contact
paper mail strategy (Schaefer and Dillman, 1998).

These surveys had much in common. Each was designed according to the
principles of social exchange theory regarding why people do or do not re-
spond to surveys. Each used multiple contacts and respondent-friendly ques-
tionnaires. Communications were carefully constructed so as to emphasize
the survey’s usefulness and the importance of a response from each person in
the sample. All four surveys obtained reasonably high response rates.

On the other hand, the surveys differed from each other in important ways.
The Census correspondence was not personalized, in contrast to the other
surveys, and was sent to household addresses instead of to named individu-
als. The announcement on the envelope that response was mandatory added
about 10% to the response rate on top of the contribution made by other fac-
tors (Dillman, Singer, Clark, and Treat, 1996). The national park survey was
delivered personally, providing an opportunity to engage the sampled person
in a carefully structured conversation that utilized a foot-in-the-door princi-
ple designed to improve response. The general public survey of new state res-
idents used a token financial incentive which seemed especially effective in
improving response among younger people. Finally, the electronic mail sur-
vey of faculty did not use stationery or return envelopes, essential trappings
of the typical mail survey. In sum, mechanically applying one set of survey
procedures in lock-step to all survey situations, as was recommended by the
original TDM, is not the best way of assuring high quality responses as we be-
gin the twenty-first century.

However, these four surveys do share a commonality, which I call Tailored
Design. It is the development of survey procedures that create respondent
trust and perceptions of increased rewards and reduced costs for being a re-
spondent, that take into account features of the survey situation, and that have
as their goal the overall reduction of survey error. The main features of the Tai-
lored Design perspective are outlined in this chapter.

When the first edition of this book was published in 1978, the mail survey
method was considered undesirable—a procedure to be avoided if at all pos-
sible because of poor response rates and a host of other deficiencies. In that
book, I described the Total Design Method (TDM) as a new system of inter-
connected procedures for conducting high-quality mail surveys with a



