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This article is intended to supplement rather than 
replace earlier reviews of research on survey incentives, 
especially those by Singer (2002); Singer and Kulka 
(2002); and Cantor, O’Hare, and O’Connor (2008). It is 
based on a systematic review of articles appearing since 
2002 in major journals, supplemented by searches of 
the Proceedings of the American Statistical Association’s 
Section on Survey Methodology for unpublished 
papers. The article begins by drawing on responses to 
open-ended questions about why people are willing to 
participate in a hypothetical survey. It then lays out the 
theoretical justification for using monetary incentives 
and the conditions under which they are hypothesized 
to be particularly effective. Finally, it summarizes 
research on how incentives affect response rates in 
cross-sectional and longitudinal studies and, to the 
extent information is available, how they affect response 
quality, nonresponse error, and cost-effectiveness. A 
special section on incentives in Web surveys is included.
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For many years, researchers have offered 
cash or in-kind incentives to potential sam-

ple members, especially those selected for mail 
surveys, in hopes of enticing them to partici-
pate. A large literature summarizing the effects 
of such offers exists, but until quite recently, the 
aim of offering incentives was primarily to 
reduce unit nonresponse. In recent years, how-
ever, as response rates have continued their 
steep decline (see, for example, Battaglia et al. 
2008; Brick and Williams, this volume; Curtin, 
Presser, and Singer 2005; de Leeuw and de 
Heer 2002), some survey methodologists have 
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urged researchers to focus on broader goals. groves (2006), for example, has rec-
ommended a focus on nonresponse error rather than nonresponse rates per se.

Presser (2008) recommends considering two additional broad but neglected 
questions. First, what are the long-term consequences of using monetary incen-
tives to motivate survey participation? Are we, he asks, “changing the way the 
public thinks about surveys by routinely providing monetary incentives? Are such 
changes affecting the nature of cooperation with surveys, including the impact of 
incentives?”1 Second, he raises questions that, unlike the foregoing, involve ethi-
cal, as well as empirical, dimensions. As he points out, refusal payments may 
improve survey estimates, but are they fair to those who cooperated initially? Are 
differential payments consistent with a researcher’s obligation to respondents, 
even if they turn out to improve data quality? And what should we do if the 
answers to these questions turn out to be negative?

As we shall see, these questions are almost uniformly ignored in the research 
reviewed in this article. Like the studies reviewed earlier (cf. Cantor, O’Hare, and 
O’Connor 2008; Singer 2002; Singer and Kulka 2002), current research focuses 
almost exclusively on short-term incentive effects on response rates, with only an 
occasional nod to their influence on nonresponse error, long-term effects on 
survey climate, or ethical considerations.

This article is intended to supplement rather than replace earlier reviews of 
research on survey incentives, especially those by Singer (2002); Singer and 
Kulka (2002); and Cantor, O’Hare, and O’Connor (2008). It is based on a system-
atic review of articles appearing since 2002 in major journals that routinely pub-
lish the results of surveys or methodological research: Public Opinion Quarterly, 
Journal of Official Statistics, International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 
Survey Methodology, Social Survey Methodology Bulletin, International Journal 
of Market Research, and Social Science Computer Review. These sources are 
supplemented by searches of the American Journal of Epidemiology, Journal of 
Clinical Epidemiology, Medical Care, BMC Medical Research Methodology, 
BMC Health Services, and BMC Health Services Research.

In addition to canvassing specific journals, we also searched the Proceedings 
of the American Statistical Association’s Section on Survey Methodology for 
unpublished papers presented since 2002 at the annual meetings of the American 
Association for Public Opinion research and at the Joint Statistical Meetings. In 
reporting the findings, we have drawn only on randomized experiments and 
given preference to those based on large and representative samples and repli-
cated over several studies, although at times we have cited idiosyncratic findings 
based on specialized or smaller samples that seemed to us to warrant attention 
and further study.

To clarify the role of incentives in motivating survey response, the article 
begins by drawing on responses to open-ended questions about why people are 
willing to participate in a hypothetical survey. It then lays out the theoretical 
justification for using monetary incentives and the conditions under which they 
are hypothesized to be particularly effective. Finally, it summarizes research on 
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how incentives affect response rates in cross-sectional and longitudinal studies 
and, to the extent information is available, on how they affect response quality, 
nonresponse error, and cost-effectiveness. A special section on incentives in Web 
surveys is included. The article concludes by urging research on some broader 
neglected topics related to the use of incentives in surveys.

Why Do People respond to Surveys?

It can be argued that the propensity to respond to requests from strangers 
requires more explanation than the propensity to refuse. Yet a great deal more 
effort has gone into studying the causes, consequences, and possible remedies of 
nonresponse to surveys than into the reasons why people do respond. An excep-
tion is the study by Porst and von Briel (1995), who appended an open-ended 
question to a german survey asking why people would be willing to participate in 
a future interview. The answers fell into three broad categories: altruistic responses 
(a belief that the research is important, wanting to be helpful to the researchers or 
society, civic duty), egoistic responses (enjoys surveys, would benefit, interest in 
results or in learning something), and responses mentioning one or more survey 
characteristics (interest in the topic, respect for organization, length of survey). Of 
course, characteristics of the survey, such as topic, length, and violations of privacy, 
are often cited as reasons for not responding as well as for complying.

In recent years Singer and colleagues have repeatedly asked about reasons for 
willingness to respond to hypothetical surveys, described to participants in ongo-
ing surveys by means of vignettes, and have found that the same general catego-
ries continue to subsume most of the reasons given for being willing to take part 
in the survey described (Couper et al. 2008, 2010; Singer 2003). The specific 
reasons classified into more general categories vary, of course, depending on the 
characteristics of the survey, but one frequently given response, usually coded as 
an “egoistic” reason, is especially relevant to this article: “the money.” A similar 
open-ended question has been asked of those who say they would not be willing 
to participate, inquiring into the reasons for their nonresponse (see also Bates, 
Dahlhamer, and Singer 2008).

To our knowledge, only one study has gone beyond descriptive data to conduct 
an experimental study of the reasons for refusal. In two direct tests of egoistic 
versus altruistic motives for survey participation, Kropf and Blair (2005) show 
that egoistic appeals trump altruistic ones when potential respondents are 
offered an incentive, either for their household or for their favorite charity. At the 
same time, advance letters emphasizing altruistic appeals (benefits from the sur-
vey for a large number of people) over egoistic ones (benefit for the respondent) 
elicit higher returns. Adding a monetary incentive significantly increases the 
response to both types of letters, however. Though Kropf and Blair use “self-
interest” and “norms of cooperation” in place of egoism and altruism, respec-
tively, the intended meaning of the concepts is clearly the same.
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A more systematic inquiry into the reasons for participation and refusal would 
allow us to ask how these reasons vary over time and between countries. Brick 
and Williams (this volume) document increasing rates of nonresponse in four 
national household surveys in the United States and show that the largest portion 
of nonresponse is attributable to refusals rather than noncontact, a conclusion 
also drawn by Smith (1995) using data from the general Social Survey and by 
Curtin, Presser, and Singer (2005) using data from Michigan’s Survey of 
Consumer Attitudes. A systematic inquiry into the reasons people give for 
responding and not responding to surveys, and how these reasons change over 
time, might provide very useful clues to the persistent decline in response rates 
and what could or should be done to counteract this trend.

Why and When Are Incentives Likely to Be Effective?

The critical role of incentives emerges from every theory used to account for 
survey participation, though it is clear that incentives need not be, and histori-
cally have not been, monetary or otherwise tangible. The theory of reasoned 
action (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980; Fishbein and Ajzen 1975), for example, like 
other versions of utility theory, argues that people decide on a course of action if 
in their view the benefits of acting outweigh the costs, though other factors may 
constrain their ability to carry it out. Homans’s (1950) and more recent versions 
of exchange theory (e.g., Dillman, Smyth, and Christian 2009) propose that social 
interactions, including those in the survey interview, depend on the perception 
by both parties that there is a benefit to the exchange.

gouldner (1960) postulates that social exchange is based on the “norm of 
reciprocity”—namely, that Ego’s “gift” to Alter creates an obligation to recipro-
cate with a gift to Ego—which underlies the hypothesis that prepaid incentives 
will be more effective than promised incentives in inducing survey participation. 
Although, as we shall see, prepaid incentives generally do have such an effect, 
there is no research on whether the respondent actually feels the obligation to 
respond; nor have survey researchers explored the perceptions of respondents 
with respect to the benefits and costs of answering survey questions. groves, 
Singer, and Corning (2000), in their leverage-salience theory of survey participa-
tion, argue that the decision whether to acquiesce in the survey request depends 
on the subjective weight given to various factors for and against participation, 
factors made salient by the interviewer’s (or advance letter’s) introduction to the 
survey. Although researchers have often cited the theory to introduce incentive 
experiments, they have generally not, to the best of our knowledge, actually 
explored the perceptions postulated by the theory.

This brief review of theories of survey participation makes plain a number of 
things. First, all are theories of decision-making that focus on the actor, the 
potential respondent, and not on situational factors influencing contactability or 
propensity to respond (for example, social isolation). Second, although all 
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postulate that a sampled person must have a motive—that is, an “incentive”—to 
respond (and some specify that motives to respond must outweigh those to 
refuse), none of the theories limits these motives to monetary ones. Third, 
leverage-salience theory, in particular, argues that monetary incentives are par-
ticularly useful in bringing into the sample people who otherwise might not be 
motivated to respond—people who, for example, have no special interest in the 
topic of the survey, lack altruistic motives for responding, have alternative obliga-
tions and competing uses for their time, and so on. Like money itself, monetary 
incentives are fungible in their capacity to motivate response.

In the remainder of this article, “incentives” is used to refer to researcher-
provided incentives and, for the most part, refer to monetary incentives. What 
needs to be emphasized, however, is that money generally should be a last resort, 
and that researchers would do well to work on increasing the intrinsic motivation 
of individuals to participate in surveys (cf. Singer 2010).

Effects of Incentives on response rates

Effects on contact and cooperation

Incentives can influence response rates either by facilitating contact with 
potential respondents, or by stimulating their cooperation. Very few studies are 
designed to separate these two influential paths, but some incidental findings are 
intriguing. For example, an experiment by Kerachsky and Mallar (1981), based 
on a sample of economically disadvantaged youths, suggests that prepayment 
may be helpful in locating members of a list sample, especially in later waves of 
a longitudinal survey. The authors speculate that a monetary incentive enclosed 
in the advance letter to respondents may be helpful in persuading friends or rela-
tives to forward the letter or to provide interviewers with a current telephone 
number for the designated respondent. Mann, Lynn, and Peterson (2008) report 
that in a longitudinal study of young adults, parents receiving incentives of $1 or 
$2 were more likely than those receiving no incentives to provide addresses for 
their adult children, and children of parents receiving incentives responded more 
quickly to the survey.

Beydoun et al. (2006) found that a combination of prepaid and promised 
incentives resulted in higher tracing and contact rates in a sample of postpartum 
women in Iowa, compared with promised incentives alone, though the differ-
ences were not significant. However, Shettle and Mooney’s (1999) experiment, 
involving a mail survey of college graduates that included telephone and per-
sonal follow-ups, suggests that incentives work primarily by reducing refusals, 
rather than by reducing the noncontact rate. Similar findings are reported for 
the Survey of Consumer Attitudes (SCA), a random-digit-dial (rDD) national 
survey of the general population carried out monthly by the University of 
Michigan Survey research Center (Singer, Van Hoewyk, and Maher 2000). 
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Most of the remaining studies in this section make no attempt to separate the 
effect of incentives on contact from their effect on cooperation.

Effects on response rates in cross-sectional surveys

Mail surveys. Incentives have long been used in mail surveys, and reviews over 
the years have found that incentives, along with number of contacts, consistently 
increase response rates. We begin this review with Church’s (1993) meta-analysis. 
Analyzing thirty-eight studies (yielding seventy-four comparisons between incen-
tive and control conditions), Church drew three conclusions: (1) prepaid incen-
tives yield significantly higher response rates than contingent (promised) 
incentives or no incentives, (2) prepaid monetary incentives yield higher response 
rates than gifts in kind offered with the initial mailing, and (3) response rates 
increase with increasing amounts of money.

In Church’s (1993) analysis, studies using prepaid monetary incentives were 
found to have an average increase in response rates of 19.1 percentage points, 
representing a 65 percent average increase in response. gifts, on the other hand, 
yielded an average increase of 7.9 percentage points. The average value of the 
monetary incentive was $1.38; the average value of the gift could not be com-
puted, given the great diversity of gifts offered and the absence of information on 
their cost. Edwards et al. (2002) report similar results from a larger and more 
recent meta-analysis.

Our search of the more recent literature turned up a large number of articles 
and research notes reporting incentive experiments in mail surveys (for example, 
Cockayne and Torgerson 2005; Dirmaier et al. 2007; Doody et al. 2003; Keating 
et al. 2008; Kenyon et al. 2005; Leung et al. 2004; ryu, Couper, and Marans 
2006; Sharp et al. 2006; Teisl, roe, and Vayda 2005). With a few exceptions (to 
be expected when individual studies are compared with results from meta-
analyses), these are consistent with the conclusions reported by Church (1993) 
and Edwards et al. (2002).2

Interviewer-mediated surveys. Monetary incentives are widely used in tele-
phone and face-to-face surveys as well as mail surveys. A meta-analysis of thirty-
nine experiments in interviewer-mediated surveys by Singer et al. (1999) found 
results similar to those in mail surveys, though the effects of incentives were 
generally smaller. In those studies where prepaid incentives were compared 
directly with promised ones, prepaid incentives resulted in significantly higher 
response rates. This was not true in the meta-analysis overall, however, where 
prepaid and promised incentives were sometimes offered in different studies. As 
in the mail surveys, money was more effective than a gift, and incentives had 
significantly greater effects in studies where the response rate without an incen-
tive was low. As in the earlier analyses of mail surveys by Church (1993) and by 
Yu and Cooper (1983), the effects of incentives were linear, although reanalysis 
of the data by gelman, Stevens, and Chan (2002) found a declining effect of 
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incentives on response rates as the dollar amount of the incentive increased. 
Others have reported similar nonlinearities (see, for example, Cantor, O’Hare, 
and O’Connor 2008). 

The years since 1999 have seen a substantial increase in research on the effects 
of incentives in rDD surveys.3 Holbrook, Krosnick, and Pfent (2008) examined 
the relationship between response rates and survey administration procedures in 
more than 114 rDD surveys conducted by fourteen U.S. survey organizations 
between 1996 and 2005. They found that surveys offering incentives had signifi-
cantly higher response rates than those offering no incentives, and this effect 
mainly came from the reduction of refusal rates, with no change in contact rates.

Cantor, O’Hare, and O’Connor (2008) retrieved twenty-three published and 
unpublished studies of the effects of incentives through a variety of search 
mechanisms. Their review focused primarily on studies that included two or 
more randomly assigned incentive treatments, and classifies them by whether the 
incentive was prepaid or promised, offered at the screener or extended interview, 
and whether it was made at initial contact or at refusal conversion. By “screener” 
interview, they refer to the (usually brief) interaction between the interviewer 
and household member prior to the selection of a respondent. Sometimes, of 
course, this screening interview not only involves selection of a household 
respondent but also determines whether the household meets the eligibility cri-
teria for a particular survey. Inevitably, their review classifies as screener inter-
views many studies that do not distinguish between “screener” and “extended” 
interviews (for example, Curtin, Presser, and Singer [2005] and Singer, Van 
Hoewyk, and Maher [2000]), and that include an incentive in the advance letter 
to the household (prior to respondent selection) but report response rates to 
what Cantor and his colleagues would classify as an extended interview.

Cantor, O’Hare, and O’Connor (2008) report the following findings with 
respect to response rates: (1) prepaid incentives between $1 and $5 increase 
response rates from 2 to 12 percentage points compared to no incentives; 
(2) larger prepaid incentives lead to higher response rates but at a decreasing 
rate; (3) although the effects of incentives have not declined over time, the base-
line response rate without incentives has dropped substantially; (4) prepaid 
incentives at refusal conversion are about as effective as those sent prior to the 
initial contact with the household; (5) promised incentives between $5 and $25 
at initial contact or refusal conversion do not increase response rates compared 
to no incentives, though larger promised incentives do have this effect in several 
studies; and (6) evidence on whether incentives at the screener stage have a small 
positive effect on later participation is mixed. In general, the findings reported by 
Cantor and his colleagues are consistent with the findings of other interviewer-
mediated studies, including face-to-face studies.

One of the experimental studies reviewed by Cantor and his colleagues (Brick 
et al. 2005) tests the cost-effectiveness of different combinations of prepaid and 
refusal conversion incentives for the screener interview (Cantor, O’Hare, and 
O’Connor 2008). In this study, which needed to screen out a substantial portion 
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of the sample from the main study, Brick and colleagues (2005) found little dif-
ference between response rates achieved with several different incentive 
designs: no prepayment coupled with $5 refusal conversion sent by first-class 
mail (64.6 percent); $2 prepayment with $2 refusal conversion sent by priority 
mail (65.6 percent); $2 prepayment with priority refusal conversion letter only 
(65.0 percent); $5 plus first-class refusal conversion letter only (65.3 percent); 
and $2 prepayment coupled with $2 refusal conversion payment sent by first-
class mail (65.4 percent).

But the costs of these incentive schemes varied considerably, leading Brick 
and colleagues (2005) to choose the first design (no prepayment coupled with 
$5 refusal conversion sent by first class) as the optimal choice, in combination 
with sampling of refusals. Such pilot studies are likely to prove cost-effective for 
studies with large samples and a significant screening component, but the results 
cannot necessarily be generalized to other surveys with different sample sizes, 
different cost structures, and less extensive screening.

Incentives effects in surveys with cell phones. For a variety of reasons (see 
Brick et al. 2007), cell phone numbers are generally not included in rDD sam-
ples. Nevertheless, in 2004 Brick and his colleagues conducted a nationwide 
dual-frame study including both cell phones and landlines. The study also 
included two experimental manipulations, one of them an offer of (promised) 
monetary incentives, which was designed to improve the cell phone response rate 
(Brick et al. 2007). Numbers in the cell phone sample were offered either $5 or 
$10 for completing the survey, and they were either notified or not of the survey 
and the incentive by text messaging. The two factors were assigned indepen-
dently, so that roughly one-quarter of the sample with text messaging capability 
(about 86 percent of the sample) was assigned to each of the four conditions. The 
amount of the incentive was mentioned in the text message and also in the 
screener introduction. The $10 incentive group had a higher screener response 
rate than the $5 group (29.9 vs. 22.7 percent) and a higher extended cooperation 
rate (85.7 vs. 80.6 percent). The text message announcing the survey (which 
included reference to the incentive amount) did not affect either the screener or 
the extended response rate.

Incentive effects on response rates in panel studies

Unlike studies of public opinions and attitudes, which tend to survey cross-
sections or repeated cross-sections of the population, most studies of social 
processes—for example, aging, retirement, and the interplay between economic 
and health status—reinterview individuals over time because this affords a 
greater likelihood of discovering and understanding causal relationships. Such 
longitudinal panels pose problems not only of initial recruitment, which they 
share with cross-sectional studies, but also of the need to retain panel members 
over time to realize the survey’s value. In addition, longitudinal studies tend to be 
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more burdensome than cross-sectional ones for participants. Interviews tend to 
be longer and more detailed, often ask sensitive questions and interview more 
than one household member, and sometimes include physical measurements 
and/or record linkage in addition to the interview itself.

As a result, the investment required for both recruitment and retention is usu-
ally greater in panel than in cross-sectional studies. Most panel surveys begin with 
face-to-face interviews, where the persuasive abilities of interviewers can be used 
to greater effect, and many use incentives both to recruit and to retain panel mem-
bers.4 Laurie and Lynn (2009) provide a very useful summary of incentive prac-
tices by several major longitudinal surveys: the german Socio-Economic Panel, 
the Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia Panel, the English 
Longitudinal Study of Aging, the British Household Panel Survey, the Panel 
Survey of Income Dynamics, the Health and retirement Study (HrS), the Survey 
of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), and the National Longitudinal 
Survey of Youth. They also point out that some major longitudinal surveys, such as 
the Canadian Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and the British Birth 
Cohort Studies, have never used respondent incentives, instead relying on altru-
ism, media communication, and other alternative motivational measures.

As Laurie and Lynn (2009, 211) note, and as outlined in Schoeni et al. (this 
volume), incentives in longitudinal surveys are usually part of a larger package of 
measures designed to inform and motivate respondents, trace those who move to 
a new address between waves, and permit the organization to tailor data collec-
tion approaches to individual circumstances.

Singer and Kulka (2002) reported on incentive experiments in the SIPP and 
HrS that had been carried out prior to their review; these involved payments of 
$10, $20, or $40 for recruitment or retention. In general, $10 payments were not 
significantly different from the no-incentive condition in these experiments. The 
experiments also suggested, however, that payments in one wave did not neces-
sarily have to be repeated in subsequent waves to sustain the effect (Singer and 
Kulka 2002, 110; see also Creighton, King, and Martin 2007).

Subsequent research by goldenberg, Mcgrath, and Tan (2009), involving the 
Consumer Expenditure Interview Survey, is consistent with these earlier find-
ings. response rates were higher in both the $20 and the $40 incentive condi-
tions than in the control ($0) condition; the $40 incentive group had fewer 
noncontacts and refusals and higher response rates than the $20 group; and 
providing incentives only in wave 1 appears to have had effects throughout the 
study. (It should be noted, however, that the CE panel consists of five waves over 
the course of only 13 months.) In addition, recipients of both $20 and $40 incen-
tives performed better on a variety of quality measures: they answered more 
expenditure questions, used records more frequently, gave fewer “don’t know” 
answers or refusals to answer, and their reported data needed less adjustment 
during post-survey processing. There were no significant differences among the 
groups in reported income or other demographic characteristics. No data were 
available on the cost-effectiveness of the program.
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A comparable face-to-face study by Statistics Netherlands (Wetzels et al. 
2008)—the Labor Force Survey (LFS), which also uses rotating panels and five 
waves of interviews—faced additional constraints since the organization does not 
use refusal conversion, and sending cash by mail is not allowed in the Netherlands. 
The researchers therefore decided to use postage stamps as a prepaid incentive, 
randomly assigning 0, 5, 10, and 20 stamps (valued at 0, 2, 4, and 8 euros) to four 
treatment groups, with the 20-stamp treatment allocated to only five hundred 
addresses. The authors note that response rates increased substantially, by 5, 8, 
and 7 percentage points, respectively, over the control group rate of 65 percent, 
mainly through a decrease in refusals. With two exceptions, the composition of 
the sample did not change as a result of the use of incentives, nor did the use of 
incentives change the key characteristics measured in the LFS (the unemploy-
ment rate and the labor force rate). The authors state that the use of small uncon-
ditional incentives is cost-neutral in this survey.

In another face-to-face survey—the Consumer Expenditure Quarterly 
Survey (CEQ), designed to collect less frequent, more expensive, memorable pur-
chases—Mcgrath (2006) found that a large prepaid monetary incentive ($40) 
in wave 1 increased the response rate compared to the no-incentive group and 
the $20 incentive group. An unexpected result was that the reduction in non-
response in the $40 incentive group came primarily from reduction in noncon-
tacts as opposed to refusals. The positive effect of the $40 incentive continued 
through waves 2 and 3. The incentive appeared to recruit more African 
Americans, who were underrepresented in the CEQ sample, thus potentially 
reducing nonresponse bias.

An incentive experiment reported by Zagorsky and rhoton (2008) suggests 
that incentives significantly and substantially increase response rates among 
those who have previously refused but have a smaller impact on those who have 
previously cooperated. In 2003, women who had refused to participate in the 
previous wave of the National Longitudinal Survey of Women (NLSW), many of 
whom had also refused in earlier waves, were divided into three groups: a con-
trol group, one group promised $20 to participate, and a third group promised 
$40 (the NLSW had not previously offered incentives). Because of fairness 
issues, incentives were also promised to cooperative relatives of those who had 
previously refused. Both promised incentives significantly increased response 
rates, but the effect was larger among those who had previously refused. Among 
their relatives, who had been offered the same incentive even though they had 
not previously refused, the impact of the incentive was smaller and for the most 
part not significant because their participation rates without incentives were 
much higher—a finding that corresponds to the earlier-cited result in cross-
sectional studies that incentive effects are larger when response rates without 
the incentive are lower.

The studies just reviewed assess the impact of incentives offered at a single 
wave of a panel. Jäckle and Lynn (2008) provide evidence about the effects of 
continued incentive payments on attrition, bias, and item nonresponse, using 
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data from a large-scale, multiwave, mixed-mode incentive experiment on a UK 
government panel survey, the Youth Cohort Study of England and Wales (YCS). 
The YCS studies the transition from compulsory education to higher education 
or labor force entry, sampling cohorts of 16- to 17-year-olds every two years and 
reinterviewing them at annual intervals. The study suffered from relatively high 
attrition and also attrition bias, with lower-achieving youths dropping out at 
significantly higher rates. The incentive experiment (a voucher for 5 British 
pounds), embedded in waves 2, 3, and 4 of cohort 10, led to the following 
results: (1) unconditional (prepaid) incentives significantly reduced attrition at 
all three waves; (2) they increased item nonresponse; (3) they increased unit 
response proportionately across subgroups, and so did not reduce attrition bias; 
(4) the effect of incentives on attrition decreased across waves; and (5) incen-
tives had more effect on unit and item nonresponse in surveys conducted by 
mail than by telephone.

As Laurie and Lynn (2009, 230) observe, “It seems clear that the use of 
respondent incentives is an important element of the strategy to minimize attri-
tion for many longitudinal surveys . . . but we have limited knowledge of what the 
optimum strategies are for any given design and whether or how incentive strate-
gies translate into improvements in the accuracy of estimation over the longer 
term.”

The role of interviewers in mediating incentive effects

What role do interviewers play in mediating the effects of incentives on 
respondent behavior? It is clear that they cannot play a mediating role in mail 
surveys, where the effectiveness of incentives in increasing response has been 
documented for a long time. But the question continues to arise in telephone and 
face-to-face surveys, where interviewers’ knowledge that a respondent has or has 
not been offered an incentive might affect their behavior and, in turn, that of 
respondents.

Interviewers might mediate the effect of incentives in several ways. Knowing 
that respondents have been or will be offered something tangible in return for 
their cooperation may make them more confident in approaching respondents. 
Or they might expect respondents to be more cooperative as a result, and these 
expectations might lead to the outcome they expect (Hox 1999; Hyman 1954; 
Singer, Frankel, and glassman 1983; Singer and Kohnke-Aguirre 1979; Sudman 
et al. 1977).

Two experiments argue against large and consistent interviewer effects. 
Singer, Van Hoewyk, and Maher (2000) randomly divided all address-linkable 
sample numbers in an rDD survey into three groups. One group was sent an 
advance letter and $5; interviewers were kept blind to this condition. A second 
group was also sent an advance letter and $5; and a third group received an 
advance letter only. Interviewers were made aware of the latter two conditions 
by information presented on their computer screens. The incentive produced 
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large differences in response rates between the letter-only and the letter-plus-
incentive conditions, but the difference between interviewers who were aware 
and those who were unaware of the incentive reached significance in only one 
condition, and in a direction opposite to that hypothesized (respondents of 
interviewers blind to the incentive had a cooperation rate of 87.3 percent, 
whereas respondents of interviewers aware of the incentive had a cooperation 
rate of 72.2 percent).

Another experiment, by Lynn (2001), directly pitted interviewer expectations 
and attitudes against incentive effects. A pilot study for a larger study of time use 
involving both interviews and time use diaries tested the effect of a promised 
incentive: in half the households, all members were offered 10 British pounds 
provided everyone completed two diaries and the interview; the other house-
holds were not offered an incentive. Each of twenty interviewers’ assignments 
consisted of equal numbers of incentive and no-incentive households.

At the end of the field period, interviewers were debriefed and also filled out 
structured questionnaires. In both, they were asked questions about their reac-
tion to the incentives and their perception of how useful they had been in per-
suading household members to respond. Interviewers’ reactions were 
predominantly negative, and although some were neutral, virtually no one 
expressed a favorable view of the use of incentives. Nevertheless, the objective 
evidence clearly demonstrated the positive effect of incentives, with statistically 
significant differences in all three of the critical outcomes measured (completion 
of a household interview, completion of interviews by individual household mem-
bers, and completion of both diaries) favoring the households in which an incen-
tive had been offered.

While these experiments indicate quite clearly that incentives have an inde-
pendent, positive effect, they do not rule out the possibility that interviewer 
expectations also influence respondent behavior.

Incentive effects on response rates in Internet surveys

The use of the Internet for cross-sectional surveys as well as Web-based 
panels5 has increased greatly in recent years, and though incentives are used in 
many of them, research on their effectiveness is quite limited. Much of the 
research that has been done is summarized in a meta-analysis by göritz (2006b; 
see also göritz 2010). Across thirty-two experimental comparisons in a smaller 
number of studies, she found that incentives significantly increased the propor-
tion of invitees starting the survey (odds ratio of 1.19) and the proportion com-
pleting it (odds ratio of 1.27). Lotteries,6 conditional on completion, are the 
most popular incentives, especially among opt-in or access panels, and com-
parisons with other types of incentives are rare. Lotteries tend to be favored 
because they are often the least expensive incentive that can be used. The total 
amount spent on incentives can be kept small even if the number of respond-
ents is very large, and the cost of distributing prizes is small because they are 
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few. The question we consider here is how effective lotteries are compared to 
alternative incentive schemes or no incentive.

Singer and Kulka (2002, 109) reviewed the then-available experiments with 
lotteries as incentives, all of them in mail surveys or self-administered question-
naires. Positive effects on response were found in four of these experiments and 
no effects in five. They speculated that lotteries were likely to function like cash 
incentives with an expected value per respondent (for example, a $500 prize 
divided by 10,000 respondents would amount to an incentive of 5 cents per 
respondent), and that their effect on response rates would therefore generally be 
small or nondetectable, both because the expected value per respondent is small 
and because they are promised, rather than prepaid, incentives. Nothing in the 
evidence accumulated since then for mail and interviewer-administered surveys 
has caused us to revise this prediction (see, for example, Finsen and Storeheier 
2006; Harris et al. 2008; Leung et al. 2002; Moses and Clark 2004; roberts et al. 
2004; Ulrich et al. 2005). The evidence for Internet surveys is reviewed in the 
remainder of this section.

In addition to göritz’s (2006b) meta-analysis, we located ten articles pub-
lished in 2002 or later on incentive experiments in Internet surveys, several 
reporting on more than one experiment and most of them also part of göritz’s 
meta-analysis. Two of these articles did not involve lotteries. Downes-Le guin et 
al. (2002) used a 2 x 2 design to test prepaid (by means of an advance letter) 
versus promised incentives of $15 and $25 on a Web survey of IT managers in 
U.S. businesses. response rates ranged from 69 to 82 percent. Downes-Le guin 
and colleagues conclude that prepayment is the more cost-effective strategy, with 
the amount of payment significantly affecting response rate only in the promised 
conditions. However, the generalizability and usefulness of these findings is lim-
ited by the fact that the sample was screened by phone for eligibility and told that 
they would be eligible for an incentive if qualified; only qualified respondents 
who agreed to complete a Web-based interview were then randomly assigned to 
one of the incentive conditions.

The second experiment, by Birnholtz et al. (2004), tested the effectiveness of 
a prepaid $5 bill enclosed with an advance letter to a sample of earthquake engi-
neers versus a $5 Amazon gift code enclosed either with a letter, or sent elec-
tronically via email. The $5 bill led to a significantly higher response rate (57 vs. 
36 percent), but sending cash to members of an Internet sample requires a mail-
ing address, something that is often not available. The findings of both these 
studies are consistent with those for surveys carried out by other modes.

A third experiment, by Tuten, galesic, and Bosnjak (2004), tested an offer of 
immediate notification of prize draw winners versus notification one month later 
and found that immediate notification significantly increased the likelihood of 
completing the survey. This experiment is also irrelevant to the effect of lotteries 
on survey response.7

Of the remaining seven articles, all testing the effect of a lottery on response 
rates, five (Cobanoglu and Cobanoglu 2003; Deutskens et al. 2004; göritz 2006b; 
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göritz 2004a; Marcus et al. 2007) found that lotteries did not significantly increase 
response rates over a no-incentive or an alternative incentive group, and only two 
(Porter and Whitcomb 2003; Bosnjak and Tuten 2003) found that at least one 
experimental group offered entry in a prize draw had a significantly higher response 
rate than groups offered no incentive or an alternative incentive (see Table 1).

In summary, incentives in Web surveys, like those in other modes, appear to 
increase the likelihood of responding over a no-incentive control group. The 
increases in response attributable to incentives are quite small: göritz (2006b) 
notes they average 2.8 percentage points in response (opening the survey) and 
4.2 percentage points in retention (completing the survey). However, the availa-
ble evidence suggests that lotteries (prize draws) are no more effective in Web 
surveys than they are in other kinds of surveys. Only one study—that by Bosnjak 
and Tuten (2003)—finds a clear-cut advantage for the prize-draw conditions. The 
failure to find such effects is interpreted by göritz (2006a) as suggesting that it 
may not be cost-effective to offer respondents any incentive at all. However, it 
might equally well be interpreted as indicating that a search for more effective 
incentives is needed. The answer depends on studies that have not yet been 
done: that is, studies of how incentives, or the lack of them, affect nonresponse 
bias in Web-based surveys.

Incentive Effects on response Quality

Effects in mail and interviewer-administered surveys

Two alternative hypotheses have been advanced with respect to the impact of 
incentives on response quality. The first is that incentives, by inducing sample 
members to respond who otherwise would have refused, will lead to a decline in 
response quality. The alternative hypothesis predicts that incentives, by reward-
ing participants, will lead to better quality answers as well as increased participa-
tion. (Quality of response is generally measured by item nonresponse and length 
of answers to open-ended questions. Other, arguably more important, indicators 
of quality, such as reliability and validity of responses, have almost never, to the 
best of our knowledge, been measured.)

Summarizing the then-available experimental tests, Singer and Kulka (2002, 
111) found no support for the first hypothesis and modest support for its alterna-
tive. Very few studies since then have investigated the question. Dirmaier et al. 
(2007); Teisl, roe, and Vayda (2005); Petrolia and Bhattacharjee (2009); Curtin, 
Singer, and Presser (2007); and Cantor, O’Hare, and O’Connor (2008) found no 
effect of incentives on item nonresponse; these tests include both mail and tele-
phone surveys, and prepaid as well as promised incentives. ryu, Couper, and 
Marans (2006) show that two types of incentives (cash and free passes to county 
parks) did not produce differential measurement error in either a mail or a face-
to-face survey.
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TABLE 1
The Effect of Lotteries on Response Rates in Web Surveys

Study and Experimental Conditions Sample and Sample Size
Effect of Lottery relative to 
Alternative / No Incentive

Bosnjak and Tuten (2003)
 $2 promised via PayPal
 $2 prepaid via PayPal at first contact
 Prize draw (two $50, four $25 prizes)
 No incentive

1,332 real estate agents and bro-
kers for whom valid email 
addresses were available

•  Prize draw > No incentive,  
p < .001

• Prize draw > Promiseda

• Prize draw > Prepaida

Cobanoglu and Cobanoglu (2003)
 Promised luggage tag (LT)
 Prize draw for personal digital assis-

tant (PDA)
 LT plus PDA
 No incentive

1,200 randomly chosen managers 
from American Management 
Association listed in directory 
with email address

• LT > PDA, p < .05
• LT + PDA > PDA, p < .001
• PDA = No incentive
•  Average response rate (surveys 

returned/contacted sample) = 29.6%

Deutskens et al. (2004)
 Vouchers (2 or 5 euros, depending on 

survey length)
 Donations (max = 500 euros if every-

one participates)
 Lottery (5 vouchers for 25 or 50 

euros, depending on survey length)

5,413 participants in prior research 
who had consented to a recon-
tact (3,577 invitations delivered)

• Vouchers = Lottery
• Vouchers > Donations, p < .001
• Lottery > Donations, p < .001
• Average response rate = 20.4%

göritz (2004a)
 Experiment 1: guaranteed bonus 

points, each worth 0.50 DM
  Money lottery
  gift lottery
 Experiment 2: Amount and denomi-

nation of raffled money were varied

6,149 members of german com-
mercial online access panel

All 371 members of nonprofit uni-
versity panel; half were self- 
selected, half selected by panel 
operator

• BP > Money lottery, p < .01
• BP > gift lottery, p = .058
• Money lottery = gift lottery
•  Average initial response rate = 78.9% 

(4.5% dropped out)
•  Neither amount nor denomination 

of money affected response rate
•  Average initial response rate = 74.1% 

(7.7% dropped out)
göritz (2006b)
 Six experiments, all testing
 Lottery vs. No incentive

University-based online opt-in 
panel, 90% self-selected. Ns 
range from ~500 to ~1,800 per 
experiment, total invitations 
delivered: 6,342

•  Lottery = No incentive in all six 
experiments for both response and 
retention rates

•  Average initial response  
rate = 46.4%

Marcus et al. (2007)
 2x2x2x2 fully crossed design (topic 

salience, survey length, lottery 
incentive, personal feedback)

2,152 owners of personal Web 
sites

• Lottery = No incentive
• AAPOr rr1 = 24.6%

Porter and Whitcomb (2003)
 Prize draw for $50 Amazon gift cer-

tificate
 Prize draw for $100 certificate
 Prize draw for $150 certificate
 Prize draw for $200 certificate
 No incentive

National sample of 9,000 high 
school students who had 
inquired about a particular col-
lege but not applied

• $50 Prize draw = Control
• $100 Prize draw > Control, p < .05
• $150 Prize draw = Control
• $200 Prize draw = Control
•  Average of all incentives  

(15.6%) > Control (13.9%), p = .067

NOTE: Bosnjak and Tuten (2003, p. 214) state, “The prize draw group differs significantly from the control group . . . but 
does not differ significantly from the prepaid group . . . and promised group.” But recalculating the response rates in more 
conventional terms (email messages sent divided by number of complete returns) yields the following percentages: $2 pre-
paid via PayPal with the first contact (14.3 percent), $2 promised via PayPal upon completion (15.9 percent), prize draw for 
two $50 and four $25 prizes upon completion (23.4 percent), control group with no incentive (12.9 percent). A test of the 
prize draw and the control groups yields chi-square = 12.40, p < .001, and a test of the prize draw and the prepaid groups 
yields chi-square = 9.06, p = .003. The difference between the control group and the promised incentive is also significant.
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Davern et al. (2003), using additional measures of data quality (the number of 
consistency edits required, the number of imputations for item missing data, and 
the completeness of the data record) and controlling for a large number of demo-
graphic characteristics as well as characteristics increasing the number of ques-
tions asked, found no association between receipt of a prepaid incentive ($10 or 
$20 vs. a no-incentive control group) and data quality in the 1996 SIPP panel, a 
face-to-face survey. Because of the large sample size (36,700), this finding is 
especially compelling. Medway (2012) found no effect of incentives on a large 
array of measures of quality, including a measure of accuracy when respondents’ 
answers to a question about length of residence in their current home were com-
pared with data available on the sampling frame. The only study reporting a sig-
nificant effect is the panel study by Jäckle and Lynn (2008), which found that 
prepaid incentives increased item nonresponse, thus supporting the first hypoth-
esis. However, they also found that the net information gain (from reducing unit 
nonresponse while increasing item nonresponse) was substantial.

Cantor, O’Hare, and O’Connor (2008) argue that the mixed results obtained 
by different studies suggest that the hypotheses should be tested while control-
ling for other factors, such as the survey topic, the size of the incentive, and 
whether the studies are cross-sectional or longitudinal. Such an analysis would 
obviously require a much larger pool of studies, and, as already noted, the studies 
should broaden the measures of quality they include. However, from the evi-
dence currently available, it is unlikely that offering incentives in the range tested 
so far would incur a net cost in the information collected.

Effects in Internet surveys

Four of the Web surveys reviewed earlier contain information about the 
effects of incentives on item nonresponse (Birnholtz et al. 2004; Deutsken et al. 
2004; göritz 2004a; Porter and Whitcomb 2003). Only Porter and Whitcomb 
(2003) found evidence that offering incentives affected item nonresponse, and 
they found an effect only for items specifically related to the university offering 
the reward, where those receiving an incentive completed, on average, 0.5 more 
items than the control group.

Incentive Effects on Sample Composition

Cantor, O’Hare, and O’Connor (2008) concluded that incentives, whether pre-
paid or promised, have little effect on sample composition in rDD studies. They 
suggest that there are at least two reasons for this. First, since addresses are not 
available for all members of an rDD sample, not everyone can be sent a prepaid 
incentive. And because address availability varies systematically with demo-
graphic characteristics such as income, length of residence, ethnicity, and race, 
which are also linked to cooperation rates, prepaid incentives may simply bring 
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into the sample groups already predisposed to respond (cf. Curtin, Singer, and 
Presser 2007). Second, certain groups may be more influenced by an incentive 
than others, but such groups are difficult to target in an rDD sample.

Nevertheless, it is clear that offering an incentive may affect the composi-
tion of the sample (Singer and Kulka 2002). This outcome may be desirable, 
as it is when incentives are used to draw into the sample groups who would 
otherwise be more likely to refuse, but it may also be undesirable, an unin-
tended consequence of offering an incentive or offering an incentive of a 
certain size or type.

Most of the examples in the earlier literature reviewed by Singer and Kulka 
(2002) are the results of ex post facto attempts to explain unexpected findings. 
Berlin et al. (1992), for example, found that an association between monetary 
incentives and literacy scores could be explained by the disproportionate recruit-
ment of better-educated respondents into the zero-incentive group. Once educa-
tion was controlled, the incentive effect disappeared. Merkle et al. (1998) 
attempted to increase the response rate to exit polls by having interviewers in a 
random sample of precincts carry clipboards and folders identifying them as 
associated with the major media and handing out pens with the same logo. The 
incentive increased response rates, but had the undesirable effect of distorting 
responses, because identification of the poll with the media apparently induced 
more Democrats than republicans to participate. Singer and Kulka also present 
experimental evidence that monetary incentives can be especially effective in 
recruiting low-income and minority respondents in panel studies, and that lower 
levels of incentives are more successful in recruiting and retaining African 
American households and households in poverty than they are in recruiting white 
respondents (Mack et al. 1998; Martin, Abreu, and Winters 2001). In contrast, 
Juster and Suzman (1995) found that offering very large payments ($100 per 
individual or $200 per couple) to respondents in the Health and retirement 
Survey who had refused normal conversion efforts brought into the sample peo-
ple with higher incomes and more net worth than those who had never refused 
or had been converted using other efforts. More recently, Petrolia and 
Bhattacharjee (2009) found that incentives affected sample composition in a mail 
survey by bringing in a larger percentage of less educated respondents. However, 
Jäckle and Lynn (2008) failed to find such an effect. Although incentives reduced 
attrition in a panel study, they did not reduce attrition bias because they had simi-
lar retention effects on all groups.

In the studies just described, incentives affected the demographic composi-
tion of the sample (and, sometimes, indirectly, the distribution of responses). 
Other studies reported in Singer and Kulka (2002) describe the effect of incen-
tives on bringing into the sample groups who are not especially interested in 
the topic of the survey but who are motivated by the money offered instead (for 
example, Baumgartner and rathbun 1997; Martinez-Ebers 1997). Leverage-
salience theory predicts the possibility of this kind of trade-off, and the first 
deliberate attempt to demonstrate it experimentally came in the 
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article articulating the theory (groves, Singer, and Corning 2000). groves and 
his colleagues (2000) report that the impact of incentives on response rates was 
significantly greater for people low on community involvement (measured in a 
prior survey of the same respondents) than for those high on community 
involvement, who tended to participate at a higher rate even without monetary 
incentives. In these studies, certain dependent variables (e.g., community 
involvement) would have been seriously mismeasured if incentives had not 
been used.8

Subsequent studies by groves and colleagues (groves et al. 2006; groves, 
Presser, and Dipko 2004) attempted to demonstrate experimentally both the 
role of topic interest in motivating survey participation and the effectiveness of 
monetary incentives in compensating for the lack of it. They found substantial 
support for the role of topic interest in increasing cooperation in both a tele-
phone survey (groves, Presser, and Dipko 2004) and a mail survey (groves et al. 
2006), but the prediction that incentives would have larger effects on those for 
whom the topic is a priori less interesting received only qualified support in both 
studies. An experiment in a Web survey by Marcus and his colleagues (2007) 
likewise found support for the effect of topic salience on response but no sup-
port for an interaction of topic salience and an incentive (entry in a lottery). 
They did, however, find a significant interaction between salience and a nonma-
terial type of incentive: respondents presented with a nonsalient topic were 
significantly more likely to participate if they were offered personalized feed-
back relating to the study results.

Very few studies have looked at the effect of incentives on sample composition 
in Web surveys. Aside from the study by Marcus and his colleagues (2007), 
already described, only göritz (2004a) found some significant interaction effects 
between type of incentive and age and education, suggesting that these might 
“mildly” affect sample composition. More research on the effect of incentives on 
sample composition in Web surveys would be desirable.

Effects on response Distributions

Just as there are distinct reasons for the effect of incentives on sample composi-
tion, so there are at least three ways in which they might affect response distribu-
tions: indirectly, as a result of their effect on sample composition or mood, and 
directly, through their effect on attitudes.9 Two good illustrations of the indirect 
effects of incentives on response distributions are the studies by Berlin et al. 
(1992) and Petrolia and Bhattacharjee (2009), described in the preceding section. 
We have found no examples of direct effects of incentives on response distribu-
tions. Dirmaier et al. (2007, 1264) specifically hypothesized that psychiatric inpa-
tients surveyed by mail one year after their discharge and offered an incentive 
would overestimate the success of treatment because of a “desire to respond in 
ways that would please the financial sponsors.” However, they found no main 
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effects of incentive on reported treatment outcome, nor any significant interac-
tions between incentive and gender, age, or diagnosis.

A final way in which incentives might influence response distributions is if 
they put respondents in an optimistic mood (Schwarz and Clore 1996), and as 
a result, they provide optimistic responses. James and Bolstein (1990) and 
Brehm (1994) have reported results consistent with this hypothesis, but Curtin, 
Singer, and Presser (2007) failed to find support for it. Curtin and his col-
leagues did, however, find an interaction between receipt of incentives and 
race: receiving (versus not receiving) an incentive made a greater difference in 
optimistic responses on the Index of Consumer Confidence for nonwhites than 
for whites.

Like their effects on sample composition, incentive effects on response distri-
butions may be beneficial—that is, they may make the distribution of responses 
as well as the sample composition more representative of the population to be 
measured. They may also be beneficial if they simply increase the response rate 
and thus the sample size and the precision of estimates without changing 
response distributions. It is the direct effect of incentives on responses that 
would seem most likely to create undesirable bias, but, as already noted, such 
effects are difficult to find.

Indeed, most studies that have looked at the effect of incentives on response 
distributions have failed to find such effects (cf. Cantor, O’Hare, and O’Connor 
2008; Cantor, Wang, and Abi-Habib 2003; Halpern et al. 2002; Keating et al. 
2008; ryu, Couper, and Marans 2006), perhaps in part because they have not 
focused on specific variables or effects within surveys.10 In a meta-analysis of 
fifty-nine studies with 959 response means, groves and Peytcheva (2008) found 
no reliable relationship between the use of an incentive and the magnitude of 
nonresponse bias, but they point out that they were able to look at main effects 
only, not at the interaction between the incentive and another variable. The 
experiments by groves, Singer, and Corning (2000); groves, Presser, and Dipko 
(2004); and groves et al. (2006) are partial exceptions to these null findings. But 
although in these studies incentives increased the participation of less interested 
respondents, their effect in reducing nonresponse bias on topic-related estimates 
was not statistically significant.

The findings in this section can be taken as either reassuring or disappointing, 
depending on one’s point of view. They are reassuring because in most studies 
that have looked at the issue, including those done on the Web, comparisons of 
responses among groups randomly assigned to receive incentives or not have 
failed to find significant differences in response distributions. They are disap-
pointing because even in studies where we know nonresponse biases exist, as in 
the various studies conducted by groves and his colleagues, we simply do not 
know enough about the complex relationships involved to be able to manipulate 
them at will. Incentives may, at times, help to reduce nonresponse bias; but they 
may also increase it, or leave it unaffected (groves 2006).
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Differential Incentives: Equity, Economics, and Science
By “differential incentives,” we refer to paying some respondents but not oth-
ers.11 Most research on incentives finds that, regardless of mode, prepaid incen-
tives are more effective than promised incentives in inducing respondents to 
cooperate. But prepaid incentives are difficult to administer in rDD and Web 
surveys.12 Addresses are available only for some rDD households, and these 
households differ from those for whom addresses cannot be obtained on a num-
ber of characteristics (Cantor, O’Hare, and O’Connor 2008; Curtin, Singer, and 
Presser 2007). As it turns out, those characteristics already predispose house-
holds with listed addresses to cooperate, so sending them a prepaid incentive has 
the unintended effect of recruiting into the sample people already predisposed 
to respond. Furthermore, some studies using rDD methods must screen out a 
large proportion of households that are not eligible for the survey. Sending pre-
paid incentives to the entire sample means that in some cases incentives are given 
for answering one or two questions only, and to many people who would respond 
even without an incentive.

For all these reasons, some researchers have recommended using only refusal 
conversion payments. This strategy raises some of the questions posed by 
Presser in 2008: Are refusal payments fair to those who cooperated initially? Are 
differential payments consistent with researchers’ obligations to respondents, 
even if they turn out to improve data quality? And what are the implications for 
practice?

Singer, groves, and Corning (1999), using face-to-face interviews with a ran-
dom sample of Detroit-area residents, found that most respondents (75 percent) 
believed survey organizations used incentives to increase cooperation, and those 
who had themselves (randomly) received an incentive were especially likely to 
believe this. All respondents were also asked whether it was fair or unfair if, to 
increase the accuracy and usefulness of the survey results, people who refuse 
to be interviewed received money while other people did not. Three-quarters of 
the sample considered this practice unfair. A random half were then told that 
some respondents to the current survey had, in fact, received such incentives 
and were asked whether they considered this fair or unfair. Again, almost three-
quarters considered it unfair. Nevertheless, the same proportion of each 
group—those to whom differential incentives had been disclosed and those to 
whom they had not—said they would be willing to participate in another study 
by the same organization. A year later, all respondents for whom addresses could 
be located were sent a questionnaire on a different topic, ostensibly by a differ-
ent survey organization. There were no differences in response between those 
to whom differential incentives had and had not been disclosed.

Thus, the tentative answer to Presser’s (2008) factual questions would appear 
to be that although large majorities of respondents consider the use of differen-
tial incentives unfair, this does not reduce either their stated willingness to 
respond to another survey by the same organization or their actual response to a 
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different organization’s survey request. Furthermore, some economists argue 
that concerns about equity are misplaced; since the survey is ipso facto more 
burdensome to those who refuse, they are entitled to an incentive, whereas other 
respondents, who find the survey less burdensome, are not.

What about the scientific argument? Leverage-salience theory states that sam-
ple members decide whether to participate in a survey based on a variety of fac-
tors, some moving them toward participation and others away. These factors 
represent not only valence (costs and benefits) but also weight and salience: some 
are more important to a potential respondent than others, and their salience 
depends on which factors are emphasized in the survey request. Several experi-
ments reviewed earlier in this article found some support for the value of incen-
tives in compensating for the lack of other motives to respond.

If this is generally true, offering refusal conversion payments may be good sci-
ence, even if it is perceived as unfair by most respondents. The answer to 
Presser’s (2008) normative question—What should we do about the perception 
of unfairness?—is therefore not as easy as it may seem at first. Our recom-
mended solution, which will undoubtedly satisfy no one, is to offer everyone a 
small prepaid incentive. That will address the principle of equity and stimulate 
response by some who would otherwise have refused, or at any rate stimulate 
them to respond more quickly (a cost-saving finding reported by many studies). 
Those who refuse, or perhaps a subsample of them, can be offered an additional 
incentive in an effort to convert their refusal and persuade them to participate, 
thus potentially reducing nonresponse bias.

The argument that prepaid incentives are not cost effective under certain 
circumstances (for example, when the sample is large and the eligibility rate low) 
does not necessarily outweigh the argument that paying incentives only to those 
who refuse is unfair. The same considerations of sample size and eligibility rate 
increase other costs associated with the survey. If equitable treatment of respond-
ents is as much a necessary cost of doing surveys as these other factors, then 
paying respondents a token incentive expressive of the researcher’s appreciation 
is as necessary an expense as hiring and supervising the large staff needed to 
screen and interview a large sample.13

Concerns have arisen that monetary incentives may induce sample members 
to participate in research even when the potential harms to them outweigh the 
benefits of doing so. Experiments in the biomedical context by Halpern et al. 
(2004) and in the social science context by Singer and Couper (2008) indicate 
that while risk of harm reduces willingness to participate and incentives increase 
it, there is no interaction between the size of the incentive and the size of the risk, 
suggesting that, at least within the range considered, incentives do not exert 
undue influence to participate. But more research is warranted to investigate the 
limits under which this conclusion holds.

None of what has just been said should be construed as an argument for solv-
ing the problem of nonresponse—or, better, of survey response—simply by 
throwing money at sample members. The increasing reluctance of the public to 
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participate in sample surveys means that we need to look long and hard at what 
it is we are doing wrong, and what we can do—instead of paying people more—to 
convince them that taking part in surveys is worth their while.

Long-Term Incentive Effects
One very good reason to think about alternatives to monetary incentives is the 
concern about their long-term consequences, for example through their condi-
tioning of respondents to expect incentives. So far there is no evidence of such 
conditioning. Singer, Van Hoewyk, and Maher (1998) failed to find evidence that 
respondents who had received a $5 prepaid incentive six months earlier 
responded at a lower rate to a follow-up study than respondents who had not 
received such an incentive initially. Another study, of $100 refusal conversion 
payments to selected HrS nonrespondents, likewise found no increase in refus-
als by these respondents at the next wave of the panel, compared with other 
converted refusers (Lengacher et al. 1995). And goldenberg, Mcgrath, and Tan 
(2009) reported that incentives paid at wave 1 of a CES panel appear to have had 
beneficial effects on all five waves, carried out over 15 months. But all these 
examples involve panel studies and fairly short intervals.

What about conditioning effects on the general public? Although members of 
the general population are unlikely to fall into many survey samples, respond-
ents to surveys may come from a smaller pool. For example, Singer and Presser 
(2008, 468) note that the proportion of respondents to the biennial Industry 
Image Studies who reported participating in at least one survey of any mode in 
the preceding year grew from 19 percent in 1978 to 82 percent in 2003. At the 
same time, the refusal rate to the survey, which had fluctuated between 42 and 
49 percent from 1978 to 1988, increased from 53 percent in 1990 to 79 percent 
in 2003. Thus, respondents to at least some surveys seem to constitute a smaller 
group, who may well develop expectations about incentives and other survey 
characteristics over time.

Another way in which incentives might have long-term consequences is 
through their effect on interviewers. Experiments designed to separate the 
effect of incentives on respondent motivation from their effect on interviewer 
expectations have failed to find an effect on interviewers’ expectations (Lynn 
2001; Singer, Van Hoewyk, and Maher 2000), but these have been measured 
only over the course of a single study. It seems plausible that if a survey organi-
zation continues to use respondent incentives over a substantial period of time, 
its interviewers will come to expect them and may perform more poorly on a 
study where they are not available. Such an experiment has yet to be performed 
and perhaps cannot be. But the persistent steep decline in response rates over 
the past 15 years or so may in part reflect interviewers’ expectations, cultivated 
by too great a reliance on monetary incentives, especially those designed to 
convert refusals.
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Conclusion: The Use and Abuse of Incentives

The foregoing review enables us to draw six basic conclusions about the influence 
of incentives on survey response.

1. Incentives increase response rates to surveys in all modes, including the 
Web, and in cross-sectional and panel studies.

2. Monetary incentives increase response rates more than gifts, and prepaid 
incentives increase them more than promised incentives or lotteries, 
though they are difficult to implement in Web surveys.

3. There is no good evidence for how large an incentive should be. In general, 
though response rates increase as the size of the incentive increases, they 
do so at a declining rate.

4. relatively few studies have evaluated the effect of incentives on quality of 
response. Most studies that have done so have found no effects, though the 
variables used to assess quality have generally been limited to item nonre-
sponse and length of responses to open-ended questions. research is 
needed on what effect, if any, incentives have on reliability and validity.

5. relatively few studies have examined the effect of incentives on sample 
composition and response distributions, and most studies that have done so 
have found no significant effects. However, such effects have been demon-
strated in a number of studies in which the use of incentives has brought 
into the sample larger (or smaller) than expected demographic categories 
or interest groups (for example, Merkle et al. 1998; Berlin et al. 1992; 
Martin, Abreu, and Winters 2001; Petrolia and Bhattacharjee 2009).

6. Incentives, thus, have clear potential for both increasing and reducing non-
response bias. If they can be targeted to sample members who would oth-
erwise fail to respond, they may reduce nonresponse bias (for example, by 
increasing the number of wealthy respondents in the HrS [Juster and 
Suzman 1995]). If they affect all sample members equally, however, they 
are unlikely to affect nonresponse bias (as in the SCA [Curtin, Singer, and 
Presser 2007]); and if they bring into the sample more of those who are 
already overrepresented, they may increase whatever nonresponse bias 
exists (as in the exit poll study by Merkle et al. [1998]). Maximizing the 
response rate is not always the best way to secure sample representative-
ness. Much better information about the mechanisms by which nonre-
sponse bias comes about, and the likely impact of incentives on those 
mechanisms, is needed if incentives are to be used to target nonresponse 
bias effectively.

Over the long term, surveys have imposed an increasing burden on the general 
public. Presser and McCulloch (2011) report that the number of respondents to 
government surveys alone increased from about 2.6 million in 1984 to 
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10.2 million in 2004. Perhaps not coincidentally, this increase correlates with a 
significant drop in response rates and with the increased use of incentives to 
stimulate response.

What can be done to persuade people to cooperate with a rising tide of survey 
requests? Assuming leverage-salience and related theories are correct and people 
decide to participate if they believe the benefits of doing so outweigh the costs, 
the answer would seem to lie in serious efforts to improve the experience of tak-
ing part in surveys and equally serious efforts to reduce the burden of doing so, 
perhaps even by reducing the number of surveys and the purposes for which they 
are used. Monetary incentives can compensate for some of the costs of answering 
survey questions, but they cannot be relied on to do it all.

Notes
1. See http://www.copafs.org/seminars/use_of_incentives_five_questions.aspx.
2. One unexpected finding, in an rDD survey, is perhaps worth noting. Coogan and rosenberg (2004) 

report that patients who received a $5 incentive in advance letters sent to a random half of colorectal 
cancer patients scheduled to be interviewed by telephone participated in the survey at a significantly lower 
rate compared with patients who did not receive an incentive, whereas an incentive increased participation 
in the control group (nonpatients). They speculate that when an adequate motive for responding exists, 
sending an incentive may actually reduce that motive.

3. We found only one post-2002 report of an incentive experiment carried out in a cross-sectional face-
to-face study (McConaghy and Beerten 2003). The Family resources Survey, conducted in England by 
the Office of National Statistics, distributed a small book of first-class stamps to a randomly chosen 
experimental group of respondents via the advance letter. The stamps led to a significant increase in 
response, from 67 to 70.4 percent, in the experiment’s first year, and from 66.7 to 71.9 percent in the 
second year.

4. recruitment for Internet or consumer panels, which follows very different strategies, is not covered 
in this article. The motives for participation, incentives used, and final participation rates tend to be very 
different from those in the studies reviewed here. For one report of recruitment for a commercial panel, 
see rao, Kaminska, and McCutcheon (2010).

5. Internet panels are generally not used for longitudinal studies such as those described in the previ-
ous section. Instead, they refer to a “panel” of volunteer respondents who have agreed to participate in a 
number of surveys during a specified period of time.

6. Technically, the lotteries referred to in these experiments are sweepstakes, since people do not have 
to buy anything to enter.

7. Two other experiments have been excluded from this account. In one, göritz (2004b) compared four 
methods of recruiting respondents to an opt-in panel: fax, letters, email, and fliers. Half of each group was 
offered entry into a prize draw, and half was not. Overall, email was the most effective recruitment 
method; the offer of a prize draw did not affect recruitment. In yet another study, göritz (2008) tested the 
effect of an advance gift (vs. none) on initial participation in an online panel survey; the advance gift sig-
nificantly increased participation. She also tested bonus points versus entry in a lottery on participation 
over the five waves of the panel. The lottery was more effective than bonus points over the first few waves, 
but declined in effectiveness relative to bonus points thereafter.

8. Abraham, Helms, and Presser (2009) demonstrate substantial mismeasurement of rates of volun-
teering due to differences in nonresponse to surveys that are correlated with differences in propensity to 
volunteer for other activities.

9. groves (groves 2006; groves, Presser, and Dipko 2004) has proposed formal models of the condi-
tions under which nonresponse to a survey may give rise to nonresponse bias with respect to a specific 
survey variable.
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10. groves’s analysis (2006) of nonresponse bias in some thirty studies, comprising 235 separate esti-
mates, shows clearly that nonresponse bias exists (see also groves and Peytcheva 2008). It does not, how-
ever, appear to be predicted by the nonresponse rate to the survey, and it varies more among the variables 
within a study than between studies.

11. Some of the research discussed here and in earlier reviews of incentives suggests that people with 
less education and lower incomes are sensitive to smaller incentives than better educated or more affluent 
groups, but to the best of our knowledge no one has yet proposed paying people in the same survey dif-
ferent amounts depending on their education or income.

12. Prepayment is a problem with Web surveys, since usually mailing addresses are not available, and 
even if they are, sending an advance letter adds time and costs to an otherwise inexpensive survey mode. 
Methods offering electronic prepayment in Web surveys generally require the respondent to have an exist-
ing account (such as Paypal) or if they come in the form of a gift certificate for a small amount are useless 
unless respondents add money of their own to them.

13. The Office of Management and Budget (OMB), in its most recent “guidance” (see http://www 
.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/assets/omb/inforeg/pmc_survey_guidance_2006.pdf), states that 
most federal surveys do not provide incentives because of concerns about cost, use of taxpayer funds, 
impact on responses, and implications for the “social contract” between the government and citizens. The 
regulations implementing the Paperwork reduction Act of 1980 prohibited the use of incentives for 
respondents to federal surveys unless agencies could demonstrate substantial need, and the 1995 reau-
thorization of the Act continues to require agencies to justify using incentives. Among the many grounds 
recognized as justification for incentives are improvements in quality, respondent burden, past experience, 
improved coverage, reduced overall costs, research, and equity.
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