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1 Introduction 

Maintenance of high participation rates is a crucial issue for panel surveys. To be 

representative of the target population, a panel needs to have a high initial response 

rates but also to ensure a continuing high participation rate from year to year. Many 

panels try to keep in touch with respondents by regularly sending them letters, gifts and 

information material between datacollection waves. In this paper, we evaluate the effects 

of such forms of communication and incentives on the monthly response rates in the 

LISS panel. The objective was to develop a tailored communication strategy to keep 

panel members active by regularly attracting their attention and encouraging their 

participation.  

 

2 The Internet panel 

The CentERdata research institute in Tilburg, the Netherlands, has set up the LISS 

panel (Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences). This panel is the principal 

component of the MESS project. It consists of almost 8000 individuals that complete 

online questionnaires every month. The LISS panel is based on a true probability sample 

of households drawn from the population register by Statistics Netherlands (for a more 

detailed description of the panel, the sample, recruitment and response, see the website 

www.lissdata.nl). Households that could not otherwise participate are provided with a 

computer and Internet connection.  

Liss panel members complete online questionnaires every month, for which they get 

an incentive of €7.50 per half hour of interview time. Each month, there can be several 

short or one or two longer questionnaires. It usually takes between 30 and 40 minutes to 

complete them all. Starting the first Monday of the month, the new questionnaires are on 

the LISS panel website for a month. Panel members have a personal login to this website 

and can take the whole month to complete the questionnaires. They are invited by email 

and receive two reminders spread over the month when they do not complete the 

questionnaires. 

Between the start of the panel in October 2007 and June 2009, 7% of the households 

that ever completed the household questionnaire left the panel. The overall monthly 

response varies between 65% and 79%. A considerable part of the monthly nonresponse 

is due to the same panel members every month. Panel members who participated before 

but have not completed a questionnaire for three months or longer are defined as 

‘sleepers’. The likelihood of attrition and the likelihood of becoming a ‘sleeper’ are both 
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more related to respondents' past response behaviour than to demographic 

characteristics. Skipping a questionnaire or completing questionnaires irregularly turn out 

to be the best predictors for future drop-out. This suggests a need for a general strategy 

to keep panel members ‘awake’ and motivated by regularly attracting their attention.  

 

3 Method 

To provide a basis for a general communication strategy, a series of experiments with 

different forms of communication was conducted. The experiments were done among 

active and inactive sleeping panel members at the same time. Each experiment included 

a control group of panel members that were not sent the specific communication material 

of that experiment, but who did receive all other materials and incentives. A baseline 

“zero-condition” group of panel members did not receive any of the communication 

materials or incentives. The effects of the different communication materials on the 

monthly response and the likelihood of drop-out are estimated. In addition, we evaluate 

how panel members liked the different materials.  

 
The communication materials varied from gifts to information and incentives and from 

paper versions to electronic versions. They were all designed by a professional 

communication agency (see appendix A for illustrations of the materials) and included:  

 

• Cards: a set of five free-cards, each showing a statistical fact from the panel data 

and a funny text based on that statistic. Sent in December 2008 to panel 

members with a letter to thank them for participating in the past year; 

 

• Ring binder: a small ring binder with tabs and information pages containing some 

frequently asked questions, tips for answering questionnaires, and general 

information. Sent end of April 2009; 

 

• Advance letter and incentive: a letter announcing the LISS core questionnaire 

about income, housing and assets (economic situation), in combination with 

experimental variation in a promised, unconditional incentive (this experiment is 

below described in more detail). Sent in Mai 2009. 

 

• E-cards: a set of e-cards on the same basis as the free-cards in the first 

experiment, each showing a statistical fact from the panel data and a funny text 

based on that statistic (example in Figure 8). E-mail with link to the e-cards sent 

beginning of July 2009.  



 

Encouraging and maintaining participation in an Internet panel 

 4/16 

 

• Newsletter: a short newsletter describing some research results and including 

some nice-to-know facts, answers to some frequently asked questions, and a day 

in the life of a LISS panel helpdesk employee. Sent in September, to half of the 

panel members in paper form, to the other half in electronic form with the 

exclusion of the control groups. 

 

The experiment with the advance letter and incentive was extended with some more 

experimental groups than the other experiments. The advance letter advised to prepare 

for the questionnaires about income, housing and assets by looking up some financial 

and tax documents, and it explained the reason for asking the -much disliked- questions 

about income. In addition, the letter informed respondents that they would receive an 

extra compensation payment, because completion of last year’s questionnaire about 

economic situation took on average longer than we had estimated. This payment was 

promised (and made) independent of whether panel members had actually completed 

last year’s income questionnaire, and can hence be regarded as an unconditional 

incentive. Four experimental conditions were designed: 

 

0. No letter was sent (339 panel members); 

 

1. The letter announcing the questionnaire and advising to prepare for it was sent 

but no extra compensation payment was mentioned (339 panel members); 

 

2. The letter was sent, mentioning an extra compensation payment of €2.75 in 

addition to the normal payment (5530 panel members); 

 

3. The letter was sent, mentioning an extra compensation payment of €5.50 in 

addition to the normal payment (356 panel members). 

 

4 Results 

4.1 Response 

 
Table 1 shows some summary statistics for the total sample, for the group that 

received everything and for the group that received nothing. In tables 2 and 3 we 

present the effects of each of the communication materials on the monthly response, the 

long-term response over months, and the likelihood of drop-out, estimated with logistic 
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regression models. The mean response is presented in table 1 for active and inactive 

panel members together. Active panel members at the onset are panel members that 

had completed at least one questionnaire in the three months preceding the first 

experiment (September, October and November 2008). Inactive panel members at the 

onset are panel members that did not complete any questionnaires in those three 

months. The mean response gradually decreased over the 16 months period, starting 

with 81% between September and November 2008, to 67% between November 2009 

and January 2010. This trend is equal in the two experimental groups shown in table 1: 

the group of respondents that received all communication material and the group that 

received nothing. The same holds for the dropout rate during the period of the study: 

this dropout rate was as low as 2% in the total sample and in both groups.  

In the second part of table 1, participation during the experimental period is shown 

for panel members who were active at the onset of the experiments. Part of these panel 

members (39%) participated every single month of the period. About a third (33%) had 

one or more periods in which they were inactive for three consecutive months or longer. 

These participation rates are also equal across the group that received all materials and 

the group that received nothing (the 37% in the latter group is not significantly different 

from the 39% in the former group). 

Finally, the third part of table 1 shows that a rather low percentage (14%) of panel 

members that were inactive at the onset of the experimental period restarted again 

during this period, and participated for at least three of the 14 months.  
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Table 1. Summary statistics. 

 
Total 

sample 
Received 

everything 
Received 
nothing 

Active and inactive panelmembers1:    
N 6799 4397 659 

Mean response before the experiments, 
September – November 2008 

81 % 81 % 80 % 

Mean response during experiments, 
December 2008 – October 2009 

73 % 72 % 72 % 

Mean response after experiments, 
November 2009 – January 2010 

67 % 67 % 67 % 

Drop out during and after experiments  
December 2008 – January 2010 

2 % 2 % 2 % 

Active panel members at the onset, Nov 2008:    
N 6129 3963 581 

Participated each month during experiments,  
December 2008 – January 2010 

39 % 39 % 37 % 

Inactive 3-month periods during experiments,  
December 2008 – January 2010  

33 % 33 % 33 % 

Inactive panel members at the onset, Nov. 2008: 670 434 78 
N    

Participated 3 months or more during experiments 
December 2008 – January 2010 

14 % 12 % 14 % 

    
p <.05, ** p <.01 
1 Active panel members are panel members that, at the onset of the experiments in December 

2008, had completed at least one questionnaire in the three foregoing months (September, 

October and November 2008). Inactive panel members are panel members that did not complete 

any questionnaires in those three months. 

 

Table 2 shows the effects of each communication form on the response in the month 

immediately following it and on the response in the second month after. The estimates in 

the table were obtained with five independent, logistic regression models, one for each 

material. In each logistic regression model, the group who received everything is taken 

as reference. In the table we summarize the results by showing the reference group only 

once. The B estimates indicate the difference in response between the group that was 

not sent a specific communication material, but did receive all other materials, and the 

reference group that received everything1.  

In addition, each model included a series of demographic variables: gender, age, 

household composition, education, occupation and having a computer and Internet 

provided by the institute. The effects of these demographic variables are not shown in 

table 2, since they could differ between the different months of each experiment, 

                                          
1 We have chosen this comparison, because a comparison between the group who received nothing 
and the group who did get a specific material, would confound the effect of one specific material in 
a certain month from possible enduring effects of materials that had been sent in earlier months. 
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depending, for example, on the type of questionnaires, the time of year, and other 

month characteristics. Instead, we show the effects of the demographic variables in table 

5, where response behavior over the total experimental period is evaluated.  

The results in table 2 show that none of the materials had any significant effects on 

the response in the following months. The cards seemed to have some positive effect on 

the response (not receiving the cards has a negative effect) and the letter a negative 

effect (not receiving the letter has a positive effect), but neither of these effect is 

significant.  

 

Table 2. Effect of mailings on monthly response. Logistic regression. 
  Response in 

month 
following 
mailing 

Response in 
second month 
after mailing 

 
 N1  B   B  

Received all2 3842      
All except cards 268 - .248  - .263  
All except binder 298  .073  - .069  
All except letter 300  .268  - .138  
All except e-cards 317  .102  .228  
All except newsletter 298  .027  - .088  
* p <.05, ** p <.01 
1 N in month following mailing, including only panel members that were actively participating (non-
sleepers) at the onset of the experiments in December 2008. N for ‘Received all’ category is N in 
December 2008.  
2 Effects were estimated in five independent models, one for each material, with the ‘Received all’ 
category as reference in each model. The demographic variables gender, age, household 
composition, education, occupation and having a computer and Internet provided by the institute 
were included in each model (effects not shown). 
 

The effect of the letter in combination with the different incentives, described in the 

method section, is shown in detail in table 3. On forehand, we feared that the letter 

might decrease the response because it announced the long and complex questionnaires 

about household financial situation. In addition, it asked people to prepare for these 

questionnaires by looking up the documents they would need to fill them in, an extra 

burden that could scare people off.  We experimented with extra payments, promised in 

the letter, to compensate for the extra demands and thus preventing possible response 

loss. In table 3, the letters with and without the extra payment are compared to the 

control condition in which no letter was sent. The letter did not have any effects on the 

overall response in the following month. However, the letter without incentive did have a 

negative effect on the response to a single one of the questionnaires that month: the 

income questionnaire, mentioned explicitly in the letter. The incentives did compensate 

this negative effect of the letter (table 3). 
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Table 3. Effect of letter only and letter with extra payment. Logistic regression. 
  Response in 

month 
following 
mailing 

Response in 
second month 
after mailing 

 

Response on 
income 

questionnaire 

 N1 B   B   B  
All except letter2 300         
Letter not mentioning extra payment 302 - .340   .178  - .417 * 
Letter and extra payment 4468 - .266   .119  - .254  
Letter and extra high payment 312 - .275   .140  - .179  
* p <.05, ** p <.01 
1 N in month following mailing, including only panel members that were actively participating (non-
sleepers) at the onset of the experiments in December 2008.  
2 Effects were estimated in one model, including the demographic variables gender, age, household 
composition, education, occupation and having a computer and Internet provided by the institute 
(effects not shown). 
 

As described in the method section, the newsletter was sent in two forms: to half of 

the sample in paper form by regular mail and to the other halve in electronic form by 

email (see appendix A for illustrations). In table 4 is shown that the form did not make 

any difference: neither of the two newsletters has any effect on the response in the 

following months, compared to no newsletter at all.  

 
Table 4. Effect of paper and electronic newsletter. Logistic regression. 

  Response in 
month 

following 
mailing 

Response in 
second 

month after 
mailing 

 
 N1  B   B  

All except newsletter 303       
Paper newsletter 3206 - .061   .053  
Electronic newsletter 1985 - .072  .069  
* p <.05, ** p <.01 
1 N in month following mailing. N includes only panel members that were actively participating 
(non-sleepers) at the onset of the experiments in December 2008.  
2 Effects were estimated in one model, including the demographic variables gender, age, household 
composition, education, occupation and having a computer and Internet provided by the institute 
(effects not shown). 
 

Table 5 presents the effects of the communication materials on the long term 

participation. The table does not show the effects on the dropout rates nor on the re-

activation of the initially inactive panel members, because the N in both these groups 

was too small to reliably test the effects of the single materials2. Instead, we evaluated 

the effects of each material on the probability of staying a “perfect” panel member, 

completing questionnaires each month without exception, and the probability of 

                                          
2 The total number of dropouts was 136, the total number of inactive panelmembers was 670 (see 
table 1). The number of inactive panelmembers in the control conditions, in which a certain 
material was not sent, was about 30. 
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becoming a –short or long term- “sleeper”, not completing any questionnaires for three 

consecutive months or longer. These effects were estimated for the initially active panel 

members. Only one significant effect was found: the postcards decreased the probability 

of an inactive period (not receiving the postcards increased the probability). The other 

materials had no effect on inactivity or constant participation. Table 5 also shows the 

effects of respondent demographic characteristics: these effects appear to be more 

important than the communication efforts. However, interactions of different forms of 

communication and respondent characteristics could be possible, which we tested in table 

6.  
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Table 5. Effect of mailings and demographics on long-term participation. Logistic 
regression. 

  Participated all 
months 

Inactive 3-
month 

period(s) 
 N1 B   B  
       

Received all2 3945      
All except cards 273 - .119   .283 * 
All except binder 304 - .217   .000  
All except letter 304 - .015   .068  
All except e-cards 320 .128  - .211  
All except newsletter 298 .109   .159  
Received nothing 576 - .056  - .103  
       
Gender Man 2801      
 woman 3219 - .072  - .078  
        
Age / 10   .262 ** - .289 ** 
        
Household single 856      

 
couple without children or other 
household 

2122 - .126   .122 
 

 couple or single with ch. 3042 - .400 **  .318 ** 
        
Education (extended) primary 2299      
 high school or vocational 2008 .111  - .111  
 college or higher 1713 - .021  - .146  
        
Occupation paid work 3445      
 unemployed or social benefit 310 .367 ** - .046  

 
school, study, housekeeping or 
other 

1451 
.315 ** - .478 

** 

 retirement 814 .234 ** - .399 ** 
        
Internet/PC not provided by LISS 5634 .036  - .635 ** 
 provided by LISS 386      
* p <.05, ** p <.01 
1 N includes only panel members that were actively participating (non-sleepers) at the onset of the 
experiments in December 2008.  
2 Effects were estimated in one model.  

 

In table 6, we estimated the effects of the different communication materials on 

inactivity for specific subgroups of panel members. These subgroups had either a higher 

than average probability of inactivity (young people; people having paid work; 

households with no children) or a low probability (elderly). As can be seen in table 6, 

only one significant effect was found within the subgroups: the postcards decreased the 

probability of inactivity (not receiving the postcards increased the probability) for the 

elderly. This effect was also found for the total sample, in table 5, but was more 
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pronounced for the elderly subgroup. The insignificant effects in table 6 could be related 

to the small number of cases for the subgroups in some of the experimental conditions. 

 

Table 6. Effect of mailings on long-term participation for different groups. Logistic 
regression. 

Inactive 3-month 
periods of: 

Younger than 35 Older than 64  

 N1 B  N1  B     
Received all 1099   511       
All except cards 68 .416  38  .891 *    
All except binder 90 .034  33  .720     
All except letter 92 .104  45  .512     
All except e-cards 90 - .473  37  .744     
All except newsletter 86 .117  40  .521     
Received nothing 167 - .297  69  .451     

Inactive 3-month 
periods of: 

Singles Couple, no kids Paid work 

 N1 B  N1  B  N1 B  
Received all 572   1370    2247   
All except cards 47 - .302  93  .433  163 .325  
All except binder 38 - .329  94 - .003  178 - .201  
All except letter 47 - .239  126 - .198  167 .006  
All except e-cards 31 - .165  129  .063  185 - .318  
All except newsletter 42 - .007  110  .293  178 - .006  
Received nothing 79 - .106  200  .011  327 - .123  
* p <.05, ** p <.01 
1 N includes only panel members that were actively participating (non-sleepers) at the onset of the 
experiments in December 2008.  
 

4.2 Appreciation 

In January 2010 we asked panel members how they liked the different materials we had 

sent in the past. The letter about the income, housing and assets questionnaire was not 

included in this evaluation. In table 7, we show the overall results, in tables 8 and 9 the 

effects of respondent demographic characteristics on the evaluation of the materials. In 

general, only about half of the respondents say they liked the materials. The postcards 

are liked the best (61% liked it or very much liked it), which perhaps partly explains why 

this was the only material having an effect on the long term participation (table 5 and 6).  
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Table 7. Evaluation of the materials by respondents, January 2010. Percentage. 
  Liked it or very 

much liked it 
 N1 %  

Cards 1389 61  
Binder 2281 45  
E-cards 1115 51  
Paper newsletter 1145 42  
E-newsletter 1428 48  
1 N = total of all panel members who received the material and answered the evaluation questions 
in January 2010 

 

Striking in table 8 is the negative relation of age with the liking of the postcards, 

because these cards had a relatively strong positive effect on the long term response of 

elderly people (table 6). Furthermore, the higher educated panelmembers seemed to less 

like most of the materials, especially the paper forms. Finally, the panel members who 

use a computer and Internet provided by the institute are rather positive about the 

informational material (binder and newsletter). These panel members are also the more 

reliable respondents, as was seen in table 5 and in previous studies.  
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Table 8. Significant effect of demographic characteristics on the evaluation of the cards, 
binder and e-cards, January 2010. Logistic regression. 

Liked or liked very much: Cards Binder E-cards 
 

  B1  B1  B1  
Gender2 Man       
 woman       
        
Age / 10  - .250 **   - .125 * 
        
Household single       

 
couple without children 
or other household 

      

 couple or single with ch.       
        
Education (extended) primary       
 high school or vocational   - .359 ** - .466 ** 
 college or higher - .386 ** - .716 **   
        
Occupation paid work       

 
unemployed or social 
benefit 

  .394 **   

 
school, study, 
housekeeping or other 

      

 retirement       
        
Internet/PC not provided by LISS       
 provided by LISS   .655 **   
        
        
* p <.05, ** p <.01 
1 Only significant effects are shown. 
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Table 9. Significant effect of demographic characteristics on the evaluation of the paper 
and electronic newsletters, January 2010. Logistic regression. 

Liked or liked very much: Paper 
newsletter 

E-newsletter 

  B1  B1  
Gender2 Man     
 woman     
      
Age / 10      
      
Household single     

 
couple without children 
or other household 

    

 couple or single with ch. .393 *   
      
Education (extended) primary     
 high school or vocational     
 college or higher - .378 *   
      
Occupation paid work     

 
unemployed or social 
benefit 

    

 
school, study, 
housekeeping or other 

    

 retirement     
      
Internet/PC not provided by LISS     
 provided by LISS .678 **   
      
* p <.05, ** p <.01 
1 Only significant effects are shown. 
 

 

5 Discussion 

The results of this study do raise some discussion points: 

 

• Is it worthwhile to send (this type of) communication materials to panel 

members, if they have little or no effect on participation and are not even 

appreciated very much? 

 

• Should we try other materials than the ones in this study (gifts and 

information)? Which? 

 

• What other motivational measures could we take, other than 

regularly sending gifts and information, to keep up the panel participation? 
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6 Appendix A. Illustrations of the materials 

Illustration of some of the postcards, the binder and the paper newsletter 

 

 

Example of one of the e-cards 

 

Translation of card text: I like you. People with partners are happier than 

singles. On average, people grade their relationship with a strong B+. About 30% 



 

Encouraging and maintaining participation in an Internet panel 

 16/16 

even grades it with an A! People start living together after 2.7 years, and the 

rings come on after some 4.3 years of togetherness. People wishing to have 

children believe they will have 2.36 children. [source: LISS panel of CentERdata]. 

 

Illustration of the e-newsletter 

 

 

 


