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Abstract 
Recent research has shown the effectiveness of address based sampling (ABS) as a 
sampling frame that provides wider coverage than random digit dialing (RDD), 
principally because it includes cell phone-only households that are not part of an RDD 
frame.  However, the ability to recruit cell-phone only homes via phone hinges on 
households supplying a phone number on returned mail materials.  Research has shown 
that compliance with this question on mailed materials has typically been around 50-55% 
among responders (Link et al., 2009), so there is still a strong need to improve response 
rates to ABS pre-recruitment materials. 
 
Nielsen recently attempted to expand on previous ABS techniques by using ABS pre-
recruitment materials as the first step in the recruitment process.  A one-page 
informational flyer was included with the pre-recruitment questionnaire that explained 
how to participate and what the next steps were.  Materials were worded in such a way as 
to generate initial interest in participating.  Further, we placed more importance on the 
acquisition of a phone number than in previous studies, indicating that it would be 
required to participate.   
 
In another departure from previous ABS methodology, we mailed pre-recruitment 
materials to both matched and unmatched households to assess pre-recruitment return and 
subsequent accept rates among the matched group.  It was hypothesized that these 
enhancements would improve response rates at the pre-recruitment phase among both the 
Matched and Unmatched households, and lead to collection of more phone numbers for 
unmatched households.  Analyses revealed that these changes to the pre-recruitment 
materials, compared to the Nielsen diary service, significantly improved return rates and 
phone number inclusion among unmatched households.  This, in turn, improved rates 
among hard-to-reach demographic groups.  These findings and possible explanations are 
discussed. 
 

1. Background 
 
In November 2008, The Nielsen Company introduced address-based sampling (ABS) as a 
new sampling methodology for its TV Diary service.  After two years of initial testing, 
researchers at Nielsen concluded that the ABS methodology provided an advantage over 
the previously-used random-digit dialing (RDD) method.  Nielsen’s research revealed 
that ABS covered a wider sampling frame than RDD because it sampled addresses 
instead of phone numbers (Link et al., 2009).  Since households with cell phones only 
cannot be auto dialed in the United States, the quickly growing “cell-phone only” 
population in the United States was being excluded from Nielsen’s TV diary sample 
frame.  Although initial research indicated that there was no sample bias from the 
exclusion of these households (e.g., Battaglia, 2006), it was also realized that current 
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RDD methods were becoming outdated.  For example, while it was estimated that RDD 
sampling frames covered only 70% of the total population, ABS, with its sample based 
solely on addresses provided by the United States Postal Service, covered an estimated 
97% of the US population. 
 
Nielsen instituted the ABS method as a result of this significant improvement in sample 
frame and the relatively low cost of generating an ABS sample compared to hand-dialing 
known cell phone numbers.  Since then, Nielsen has been testing new methods to be 
more effective in the deployment of ABS techniques.  Further, Nielsen is expanding the 
ABS methodology to other services beyond the TV and Radio Diary initiatives.  This 
paper reviews one of these tests involving the use of ABS to recruit for a one-year TV 
ratings panel.  Specifically, we examined a new approach to sampling using addresses—
that of up front recruitment through mail to gage initial interest, followed by a more in-
depth phone recruitment to secure participation in the panel. 
 
1.1 Current ABS Methodology 
In order to properly frame the new techniques explored in this test, it is necessary to 
provide a brief overview of the current ABS methodology employed in Nielsen’s TV and 
Radio Diary services.  The goal of ABS for the TV and Radio Diary services is to obtain 
the phone number and/or email address of unmatched households randomly selected from 
the ABS file.  Unmatched households are those in which there is no phone number 
associated with the address provided in the sample.  Such households typically comprise 
about 40% of the ABS file.  The other type of households on the file are matched, 
meaning both an address and phone number are known for a given record.  Because a 
phone number is already provided for matched households, there is no need to obtain this 
information from the household.   
 
Thus, in order to conduct phone recruitment1 for TV and Radio Diary households, a ‘pre-
recruitment’ packet is sent to unmatched households.  Inclusive in the packet is a cover 
letter that briefly explains to the household that they have been selected to complete a 
short survey with three options for returning (via internet, phone, or mail), a small cash 
incentive, a 14- question survey that asks basic TV viewing and demographic questions 
of the household, and a postage-paid return envelope.  The critical information necessary 
for the phone recruitment is phone number of the respondent.  Without this, there is no 
way to phone the household to secure their acceptance to participate in the diary-keeping 
study. 
 
Prior to implementation of the ABS methodology, Nielsen tested the best design and 
layout of the pre-recruitment questionnaire so that respondent burden would be reduced.  
Placement and wording of the phone number question was a central focus of the testing.  
Based on this, Nielsen created an 11” x 14” tri-fold questionnaire with the phone number 
question on the back panel (See Appendix A).  This was done in order to group the phone 
number request with change of address and email information, which made sense 
logically, and because the question fit the best with this information as opposed to 
grouped with the TV and demo question inside the tri-fold.  Further, the wording of the 
phone number and email questions indicated that providing the phone number was not 

                                                      
1 Prior testing attempted to use the mailing method as the only form of recruitment prior to 
sending a diary to households.  However, the response rate to the diary decreased significantly 
with this method, leading to the decision to use the pre-recruitment materials as a tool for 
collecting phone numbers to call and recruit potential diary-keepers. 
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definitively registering the household for a study, but rather asked them to provide a 
phone number and email “in case you are selected for future TV Ratings research.”2 
All unmatched households are sent the same materials and given a deadline of 
approximately three weeks to return the questionnaire.  Once the deadline for return of 
the pre-recruitment survey has passed, the phone numbers for the unmatched households 
are added to file and phoned in combination with the numbers of the already-known 
matched households. 
 
1.2 Pre-Recruitment Response Rates   
To assess the effectiveness of Nielsen’s TV and Radio diary pre-recruitment phase, it is 
essential to examine both the return rate of the initial survey and the return rate with the 
phone number provided.  Since ABS methodology was implemented in November 2008, 
the typical response rates for the return of the pre-recruitment survey have wavered 
between 23-27% of all unmatched households (Bensky, 2009).  Further, of those 23-27% 
who returned the survey, the initial percentage that included a phone number hovered 
around 50%3.   While this rate is low, it is worth noting that 75-80% of those returning a 
pre-recruitment survey with a phone number ultimately complete and return a diary. 
 

2. Method 
 
For this test, we attempted to test a new approach to our current ABS methodology.  Our 
ultimate goal was to recruit approximately 300 households to participate in a Nielsen TV 
Ratings panel that would last for one year and would test a new type of ratings 
monitoring device.  To reach our end result of 300 households, we started with a sample 
of 2100 records, all located in the Dayton, Ohio market, and mailed pre-recruitment 
materials beginning in August 2009.  For the pre-recruitment, we redesigned the 
materials so that they were an initial “recruitment” into the panel.  In contrast to our TV 
and Radio diary samples, participants in this sample were recruited to participate for a 
full year.  Because of this, and because of the costs of maintaining panel homes for a 
year, it was important for us to be certain, up front, that the household wanted to 
participate.  For this reason, we rationalized that using the pre-recruitment materials as 
the first step in recruitment was the best way to ensure compliance. 
 
To this end, we revamped the cover letter used in the TV and Radio diary services so that 
it was directed toward explaining, at a high-level, what we were asking the household to 
do.  Additionally, we included information about who Nielsen was, why they should 
participate, and the potential incentive that would be offered to them if they participated.  
It was hypothesized that these changes would indicate to recipients that return of the 
questionnaire was an initial sign of their interest in participating.  To solidify this crucial 
point, we also reworded how we asked the phone number and email request question 
within the pre-recruitment questionnaire itself.  Instead of indirectly asking for phone 
number and email, we specifically said that “in order to participate in our panel”, we 
would need to have their phone number and email address (See Appendix B).  Thus, the 

                                                      
2 This is primarily done because not all households are phoned if they return the questionnaire.  
Because Nielsen mails out more questionnaires than necessary, and because we often select 
sample based on the “hard-to-reach” demographics info, it is possible that a household would not 
get phoned for recruitment in the study. 
3 The rates of returned with phone number have since increased, which is discussed in more detail 
later in this paper. 
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goal was to make it clear to respondents the importance of returning the questionnaire 
with their phone number and email if they wanted to participate.  
 
A third key change to the design of the pre-recruitment materials was to change the 
placement of the phone number and email question.  While it logically made sense to 
have the phone number request on the back panel of the tri-fold, along with address 
verification, initial results from the TV and Radio Diary studies revealed that interested 
households might be overlooking this important piece of information and returning the 
questionnaire with a blank phone number field.  As a result, we tested potentially making 
the phone number and email request more salient by moving it to the inside of the tri-
fold, where it appeared directly following the demographic questions (See ).  This change 
in placement ensured that any respondent who looked at the questions on the inside of the 
survey would see the phone number and email request. 
 
Finally, all unmatched households were given a non-contingent $5 incentive with the pre-
recruitment mailing, and promised another $5 if they completed and returned it.  TV and 
Radio Diary services provide only a contingent incentive upon return.  Testing of this 
incentive distribution at Nielsen has revealed that respondents feel it shows a 
commitment on our part as well as motivating the participants to respond. 
 
2.1 Mailing to Matched Households 
As mentioned previously, it is not common practice to mail pre-recruitment materials to 
matched households.  Since phone numbers for these households are already listed on the 
sample file, there is little reason to contact them prior to the phone recruitment in our TV 
and Radio Diary measurements.  However, for this test, since we were recruiting for a 
yearlong panel and needed to gain an initial acceptance from the respondents, we felt it 
would be an ideal time to test the effectiveness of sending the pre-recruitment materials 
to matched households as well.  This would serve to 1) enable us to measure response 
and initial interest in the study, 2) provide an assessment of the costs and benefits 
associated with mailing to matched households, and 3) enable the household to update 
any erroneous information we might have for them. 
  
In contrast to the unmatched households, our matched sample was not sent a non-
contingent incentive, but was promised $5 for completing and returning the 
questionnaire.  All other materials were exactly the same for both the matched and 
unmatched samples.  While it is widely assumed that the cost of mailing to matched 
households would outweigh the perceived benefits of gaining an early acceptance, we 
wanted to test the idea to rule this out for future panels. 
 
2.2 Phone Recruitment 
As with our TV and Radio services, we compiled all phone numbers that were either 
known or provided and conducted a phone recruitment among these households.  All 
matched households, regardless of whether or not they mailed back the questionnaire, 
were recruited by phone.  The phone recruitment provided households with details about 
what participation in the yearlong panel would require, reviewed the incentive they 
would receive in return, and required a firm commitment to participate.  Regardless of 
any initial interest shown by return of the pre-recruitment questionnaire, households were 
only included in the panel if, during the phone recruitment, they asserted that they wanted 
to participate. 
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3. Results 
 
3.1 Pre-Recruitment Response 
We first wanted to examine how well our sample responded to the revised pre-
recruitment packet.  Specifically, we analyzed overall response of the initial 2100 
households in which we mailed the pre-recruitment packet, as well as investigated the 
difference in response between the matched and unmatched sample.  As can be seen in 
Table 1, our total return rate was 26.4%, slightly higher than the 23-25% observed for our 
TV and Radio Diary mailouts.  Given that these households were being asked to 
participate in a one-year panel, it was difficult to make a direct comparison to the rates 
for our diary services, but interesting to note we were on par with this test.  Looking more 
closely at the data, however, one unexpected finding is the difference in return rates 
between the unmatched (33.0%) and the matched (22.3%) households.  This difference of 
nearly 11 percentage points is likely explained, in part, by the $5 non-contingent 
incentive mailed with the pre-recruitment packet, but is still greater than we originally 
expected. 
 

Table 1: Pre-Recruitment Questionnaire Return Rates 
 Mailed Returned Percent 

Matched 1296 289 22.3% 
Unmatched 804 265 33.0% 

Total 2100 554 26.4% 
 
3.2 Phone Number and Email Response 
Next, we sought to examine how often those unmatched households who returned a pre-
recruitment questionnaire also completed the phone number and email responses.  If the 
phone number field is left blank, we cannot call to recruit the unmatched households4.  
Because of the changes we made from the diary services pre-recruitment packet—the 
rewording and new placement of the phone number and email question, the use of the 
pre-recruitment pack as the first step in recruiting for the panel, and the specific mention 
of the possible incentive that could be earned—our response to this item, especially the 
phone number questions, were substantially higher than previously observed (See Table 
2). 
 

Table 2: Phone Number and Email Return Rates 
 Total Returned % with Phone 

Number 
% with Email 
Address 

Unmatched 
Returns 265 94.7% 73.5% 

 
These results indicate that all but 14 of the unmatched households who returned a pre-
recruitment survey included a phone number.  Overall, this meant that 31.2% of the 
unmatched households originally mailed a pre-recruitment packet showed initial interest 
in participation by returning the questionnaire. 
 
3.3 Panel Participation 
Our final measure was to investigate how many of the initially interested unmatched 
households eventually agreed to participate in the panel.  Despite initially recruiting 
                                                      
4 While we ask for email address, we currently do not use this as a method of recruiting.  
Therefore, the phone number is the critical field in this survey. 
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households with the ABS pre-recruitment materials, the phone recruitment was the true 
barometer of success.  The tasks involved in the panel were fully explained during the 
phone call and verbal acceptance from the household was required.  Any signs that the 
household did not understand what was expected when the pre-recruitment materials 
were sent would be revealed at the time of the call.  In line with rates achieved by our TV 
and Radio diary services, 74.5% of the unmatched HHs and 80.2% of the matched 
households who returned pre-recruitment surveys ultimately agreed to participate in the 
one-year panel (See Table 3). Overall, it appears that most of those households who 
showed initial interest in panel participation by returning their pre-recruitment materials 
went on to agree to be a member of the panel.  Further, 23.5% of the unmatched 
households in which we initially mailed pre-recruitment materials went on to agree to 
participate during the phone call. 
 

Table 3: Panel Accept Rates Among Pre-Recruitment Returns5 
 Accept % Refuse % Other % 
Matched 80.2 6.4 13.4 
Unmatched 74.5 4.5 20.0 
Total 77.6 5.5 16.9 

 
3.4 Supplemental Data 
Since the initial test of the new ABS pre-recruitment technique, Nielsen has had an 
opportunity to make singular changes to both its TV and Radio Diary services based on 
these results.  While it is not feasible to implement the new methodology as a whole for 
these services, introducing two of the changes can still be observed for increases in pre-
recruitment returns with a phone number. 
 
Beginning in January 2010, the TV Diary service created a cover letter similar to the one 
created for the panel test (See Appendix C).  The revised cover letter used more pictures 
and contained a red “bubble” with the same text as that found in the pre-recruitment 
materials for the panel test.  The message in the bubble encouraged respondents to “make 
sure you fill in a phone number and email address…” with the goal of increasing the 
visibility of the phone number question and thus increasing the number of responses to 
that crucial item.  For January, this was the only change made to the pre-recruitment 
materials.  As can be seen in Table 4, this small change resulted in a significant 15 
percentage point increase in responses to the phone number question among returners 
compared to January 2009. 
 

Table 4: TV Diary Respondents Providing Phone & Email 
 % providing Phone Number % providing Email Address 
Jan 2009 51.2 40.9 
Jan 2010 64.5 57.2 

 
Additionally, beginning with the Spring 2010 Radio Diary measurement, the phone 
number and email question was moved from the back panel to the inside of the pre-
recruitment questionnaire, like had been done in the panel test.  However, based on the 
results of the panel test, it was hypothesized that moving the phone number question to 
the inside, along with the demographic questions, would make it more salient and thereby 
lead to more completed phone numbers.  As with the TV Diary, making this single 
change led to a 15.5 percentage point increase in response rate to the phone number 
                                                      
5 Other Phone statuses include No Answer, Not in Service, and Place of Business. 
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question when compared to Spring 2009.  Thus, both changes to the TV and Radio 
diaries, based on the results of the panel test, significantly increased response to the 
phone number request. 
 

4. Discussion 
 
Since 2008, Nielsen has used Address Based Sampling to recruit households for its TV 
and Radio Diary services.  The standard methodology employed with this type of 
sampling is to mail out pre-recruitment packets to unmatched households in an attempt to 
get the phone number from these respondents.  With the phone number, the households 
can then be called and recruited for the diary service.   
 
In the Fall of 2009, Nielsen tested this methodology for a yearlong panel test instead of a 
one-week diary.  Since a new technology was being introduced to potential respondents 
and they would be asked to commit for a year, we tested the idea of using the pre-
recruitment packet to gage initial interest in the panel.  By focusing the pre-recruitment 
materials on the one-year panel, changes could be made to the ABS methodology.  First, 
the cover letter that accompanies the pre-recruitment questionnaire was revised such that 
it provided respondents with 1) a cursory overview of what was to be expected if they 
participated, 2) the incentive the households could potentially receive if they participated 
for a full year, and 3) additional stress on the phone number and email item.  These three 
changes provided recipients with an overview of what they would be committing to and 
how to commit, as well as potentially drawing interest to the value of participating.   
Additionally, two key changes were made to the questionnaire itself.  Since it was vital 
that unmatched households, i.e., those in which no phone number was listed with the 
address on the ABS sample file, provide a phone number in order to continue their 
participation, the phone number question was reworded from how it had been presented 
in Nielsen’s diary services such that it said, “In order to participate in our panel…”.  
Further, the phone number and email questions were moved to the inside of the 
questionnaire, following the demographic questions, instead of on the back panel with the 
address verification.   
 
These changes, in tandem with the revised cover letter, resulted in significantly higher 
responses to the phone number request on the pre-recruitment materials, when compared 
to the TV and Radio diaries.  While it could be argued that the reference to the substantial 
incentive that could be received for participation was the main reason respondents 
complied, it is still telling that nearly all (94.7%) provided a phone number.  These 
findings suggest to us that address-based samples can, in correct situations, be initially 
recruited via mail with address only.  We further admit that this methodology would not 
work for all studies, such as recruitment for our one-week diary services.  Thus, the next 
step will be to continue identifying how and when to use the pre-recruitment process as a 
precursor for phone recruitment.  Moreover, as already evidenced by improvements to the 
TV and Radio diary response rates, we will continue to test ways to improve response to 
the pre-recruitment mailings, with an emphasis on procuring the phone number and email 
address from potential respondents. 
 
A further departure from Nielsen’s traditional ABS methodology was to mail pre-
recruitment materials to matched addresses, i.e., those in which a phone number is listed 
with the address on the initial sample file.  While it is not typically seen as cost-effective 
to mail pre-recruitment questionnaires to matched households, the goal of this particular 
test was different.  While it is normally the case that we have the phone number for 
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matched households and can simply recruit them by phone, in this test we wanted to send 
informational materials to the matched households to provide an overview of what was to 
be expected and what respondents could earn in return.   
 
The results indicate that mailing the pre-recruitment materials to matched households was 
ineffective in gaining initial acceptance of the panel study.  While matched records 
received the same materials as unmatched (except for a $5 non-contingent incentive), 
they mailed back the materials at a significantly lower percentage than the unmatched 
records.  While this difference in incentives likely led to some of the difference in 
response between matched and unmatched households, it is possible that the matched 
households, by not returning the questionnaire, were indicating they were not interested 
in the panel and therefore less likely to accept during the phone recruitment than if we 
had not mailed the materials.  While the evidence for this idea is speculative and based on 
qualitative feedback from our call center recruiters, it is an intriguing possibility that 
would clearly suggest matched and unmatched households should be treated differently 
during pre-recruitment, regardless of the purpose of the pre-recruitment. 
 

5. Conclusion 
 
In Nielsen’s first attempt to apply the ABS methodology to the recruitment of households 
for a one-year TV ratings study, there was clear and convincing evidence that it is 
possible, even advantageous, to apply a dual objective in the pre-recruitment phase of a 
study using ABS methodology.  When recruiting respondents by phone, the main goal 
remains to use the pre-recruitment mailing as a means to obtain the otherwise-unknown 
phone number of unmatched households.  However, we saw a marked increase in both 
response to the pre-recruitment questionnaire (indicating initial interest) and eventual 
agreement to participate in the panel from unmatched households. 
 
Finally, there were notable advances made in the percentage of unmatched respondents 
who agreed to provide a phone number.  By giving thoughtful consideration to the most 
effective way to ask for the phone number (and increase its visibility), the number of 
unmatched households were recruited was higher than expected, especially when 
considering unmatched households are more likely to fall into the hard-to-reach category 
that so often eludes survey researchers.  We will continue to test new techniques for 
targeting unmatched households and increasing participation rates among them. 
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Appendix A 

 
Television Diary Pre-Recruitment Mailing: Phone Number Question on Back Panel 
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Appendix B 
 

Revised Panel Pre-Recruitment Letter with Emphasis on Future Participation 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Revised Pre-Recruitment Phone Number Question with Emphasis on Need for Contact 
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Appendix C 
 
Radio Diary Pre-Recruitment Questionnaires 
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