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Description of Study

In the fall of 2001, the Centers for Medicare &
Medicaid Services (CMS) contracted with Westat to
conduct the Medicare & Y ou Regiona Survey, a mail
survey of Medicare beneficiaries with telephone
follow-up. The purpose of the survey was to help
assess the impact of the Medicare program’s national
and regional outreach and education efforts. The
survey asks a variety of questions about where
beneficiaries get information about Medicare and
where they prefer to get such information, their
television-viewing and radio-listening habits, and
their knowledge of the Medicare program. It was
conducted in theten CM S Regions.

Impetus for toll-free number on
envelopes

Printing

The field period was scheduled to begin in
January, 2002. During survey development, the
terrorist attacks of September 11" and the anthrax
incidents happened. Shortly thereafter, other Westat
projects began reporting that survey respondents
were refusing delivery of Federal Express packages
from Westat, throwing away advance letters without
opening them, and placing more calls to study-
specific toll-free numbers to express concerns about
mail from an unrecognized source. Westat convened
a company-wide brainstorming session to find ways
to address respondent concerns about mail from us,
as well as what appeared to be lower response rates
in the wake of last Fall's events. One idea was to
print a toll-free number on the outside of survey
mailing envelopes so that respondents could verify
the legitimacy of Westat studies before opening mail
from us.

Literature Review

There has been little previous research about the
effect of printing study contact information on survey
mailing envelopes. Dillman’s Total Design Method
(1978) addresses the dimensions of envelopes
containing survey materias, as well as the type of
postage used and appearance of address labels. He
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advises against using advertising catchphrases such
as “immediate reply requested” on envelopes, but he
does not mention any other kinds of messages that
may be printed there. O'Hare (1999) found that the
design used on an envelope does not appear to affect
response rates, but that returns are higher from
respondents who receive their materials in a box
versus an envelope. Asch and Chrigtakis (1994)
mailed surveys in university envelopes and U.S.
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) envelopes to
physicians. They found that the packaging of survey
materials can make a difference in response rates
(those who received the survey in the VA envelopes
responded at a higher rate than those in the university
envelope condition), but were unable to attribute that
difference to any specific aspect of the envelopes. As
part of their quantitative analysis of published results
of 98 mailed questionnaires, Heberlein and
Baumgartner (1978) included three factors related to
the appearance of a survey mailing envelope — class
of mail (e.g., first class, third class, etc.), whether the
respondent’s address was personalized,, and type of
postage. Of these, they found that use of metered
postage had a positive effect on response rates.
Several other researchers have looked at the effect on
response rates of other survey design factors such as
guestionnaire color and format, personalization of the
cover letter, and type of stamp (White and Chambers,
1997; Helgeson, Voss, and Terpening, 2002; Gendall,
1995; Buttle and Thomas, 1997; LaGarce and Kuhn,
1995; LaGarce and Washburn, 1995).  None,
however, included envelope design in their analysis.

Description of Experiment

Approximately 3,000 respondents were sampled
from each of nine regions, and slightly more than that
in the New York Region to help compensate for
generally higher non-response in the New Y ork City
area. The total sample size for the ten Regions was
31,745. The mailout schedule followed Dillman’'s
Total Design Method — an advance letter was mailed
the first week, the survey booklet with cover letter
the next week, a reminder/thank you postcard shortly
after that, and finally a second survey booklet with
cover letter was mailed to those who had not yet
returned a survey booklet after two to three weeks.
The advance |etter was mailed March 21, 2002.
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We selected about one-quarter of the sample in
Region Il (New York, New Jersey, Puerto Rico) and
in Region V (lllinais, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota,
Ohio, Wisconsin) as the control group. We chose
these particular Regions to account for the possibility
that the impact of the September 11" and anthrax
events on response rates would be greater in those
areas of the country where the incidents happened
(Region 1I) than in those areas where they did not
(Region V). The control group beneficiaries received
their materials in envelopes with no message printed
on the outside (plain envelopes). Sampled
beneficiaries in the other eight regions, as well as
three-quarters of those in Regions Il and V, received
their materials in envelopes printed with the words,
“Questions about this letter? Please call toll-free 1-
888-608-0608." (Envelopes with this message on
them are referred to here as printed envelopes.) All
envelopes, regardless of whether a toll-free number
was printed on the outside or not, displayed the
Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS)
and CMS logos, and both names were listed in the
return address. Table 1 shows the distribution of the
sample in Region Il and Region V by type of
envelope received.

Table 1. Distribution of sample by type of
envelopereceived, Region |1 and Region V

Plain envelope | Printed envelope

Number Percent | Number Percent
Region |l | 881 53.5 2646 53.7
RegionV | 767 46.5 2285 46.3
Total 1648 100.0 | 4931 100.0

In order to track how many calls came from
those who received plain envelopes and those who
received printed envelopes, we set up two toll-free
numbers. As described above, the first (referred to as
the 0608 number) was displayed on the printed
envelopes. The second number, 1-888-274-0104
(referred to here as the 0104 number), appeared only
on the letters and survey booklets that came in the
plain envelopes. Finaly, we asked those who called
the 0608 number whether they opened their envelope
before calling.

Results

Table 2 shows the number of calls made to each
toll-free number within six weeks of the start of the
field period. About 4% percent of those who
received the printed envelope called the 0608
number, and a similar proportion of those who
received the plain envelope called the 0104 number.
These totals represent all calls that were made to the
toll-free lines, whether the caller spoke to a live
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operator, left a voicemall message, or hung up
without leaving a message. Twenty percent of the
calls made to the 0608 line were answered by a live
operator, as were 24 percent of the 0104 calls.

Table 2. Number and proportion of beneficiaries
who called each toll-free number

0608 Number 0104 Number
(Printed envelope) (Plain envelope)
Total
number 1345 72
of calls
Per cent 1
of sample 45 4.4

Calculated as total callg/total sample in 10 regions-(humber who
received plain envel opetbeneficiaries identified as deceased before
mailout began)

Table 3 shows that, of those who received the
printed envelope and called the 0608 number, about
45 times as many reported opening their envelopes
first as reported calling first.

Table 3. Number of callers to 0608 number who
did and did not open their envelopes before calling

Printed Envelope Opened Before Calling?

YES NO

170 37

Finally, Table 4 shows the number of completed
surveys by Region and type of envelope received,
along with the response rate in each Region and for
the two Regions combined. The response rate of
those who received the plain envelope was somewhat
higher than that of those who received the printed
envelope. This difference was not significant.

Table 4. Response rates by type of envelope
received, Region Il and Region V
Region Responserates'
and State
Plain envelope | Printed
envelope
Number Percent | Number Percent
Region 11
Total? 380 431 | 1097 415
Region V
Total? 408 532 | 1177 51.5
Regions
Il and V 788 478 | 2274 46.1
Total®

"Where response rate = completed surveys/sample size-
beneficiaries identified as deceased before mailout began

2None of the proportional differences were significant (all z-values
were less than 1).
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Discussion and Conclusions

By the time data collection for the Medicare &
You Regional Survey began (March 21, 2002),
concerns raised by the anthrax attacks about
contaminated mail had virtually disappeared.
Printing a toll-free number on the outside of survey
mailing envelopes probably did not address the fears
it was intended to address. In fact, only about 20
percent of those who received a printed envelope and
caled the toll-free number reported that they placed
the call before opening their envelopes. Perhaps
these people would have behaved differently if they
had received the plain envelope. However, we
cannot say with certainty whether they would have
simply thrown the envelope away without opening it,
opened the envelope and caled the number that
appeared on the cover letter, or even whether they
would have completed the survey or not.
Furthermore, the appearance of the number on the
outside of the envelope may have raised concerns
that would not otherwise have occurred to these
beneficiaries.

The same percentage of those who were sent the
plain envelope caled the toll-free number as did
those who received the printed envelope. It appears
that printing a toll-free number on the outside of
survey mailing envelopes does not increase the
volume of callsto that number.

We found that printing a toll-free number on the
outside of our envelopes did not improve response
rates to the questionnaire. In fact, the response rate
of those who received the printed envelopes was
lower than those who got the plain envelopes
(athough this difference was not significant). This
outcome may, in part, support Dillman's
recommendation not to print messages on survey
envelopes. In fact, it is unlikely that printing a toll-
free number on survey mailing envelopes will boost
response rates.
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