
Ulrich Krieger, Munich Center for the Economics of Aging

krieger@mea.mpisoc.mpg.de

In this presentation, results from a controlled experiment with prepaid cash incentives in the 

refresher sample of the fourth wave in German SHARE panel study are shown. 

In the fourth wave of the German part of the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe, 

additionally to the about 2000 panel households a refresher sample with the target size of 4000

respondents was drawn. Thanks to a grant by the German Research Foundation an experiment 

with unconditional prepaid cash incentives was set up in an attempt to test methods to boost 

cooperation rates. The aim of the experiment was to test monetary incentives, a method 

performing well in other countries, in the German survey context that is not accustomed to this 

sort of incentive scheme. Neither the sums nor the offering of cash incentives upfront has been 

used in Germany on first contact in a large random sample survey. The grant also allowed us to 

test if larger incentive amounts do perform better and if larger sums are needed to show an 

improvement in response rates as incentives of 10, 20 and 40 Euros were tested.

The refresher sample had a target size of 4000 interviews coming from both drawn sample 

members and potential age eligible partners (see IPSMW SHARE primer). About 9000 

addresses were drawn from a register sample that was stratified into 210 sampling points 

proportionally representing the population 50 and over in Germany. 25 addresses per sampling 

point were randomly allocated to a first batch of addresses to enter fieldwork first. This resulted 

in 5247 addresses in total. Among those addresses the incentive experiment was conducted. 

The experiment was then further restricted to sample points representing communities with more 

than 5000 inhabitants. The rationale behind this measure being that researchers feared sample 

members in smaller communities would communicate about incentive and their sizes and thus 

confound the experiment. 54 sample points were therefor excluded from the experiment 

representing 1237 drawn sample members. This left 156 sample points and 3900 addresses for 

experimental manipulation. Table 1 gives an overview of the sample setup. Funding for 



incentives was available for 2850 drawn respondents which were divided into 750 addresses to 

receive 40 or 20 euros respectively and 1350 addresses to receive 10 Euros. Incentive 

conditions were randomly and as evenly as possible among sample points� � � � � � � � � 	 	 � 
 � �  � � 	 � � � � � � �
Sample points Addresses

Full sample 210 9235
First batch 210 5247
Excluded (small communities) 54 1347
Part of the experiment 156 3900

Experimental conditions
40 Euros 156 750
20 Euros 156 750
10 Euros 156 1350
No prepaid Incentive 156 1.025

Incentives were send out in cash with the advance letter to the drawn respondent in the 

incentive conditions. The incentive was referred to as a “gift to thank in advance” for the 

respondents cooperation. It was stressed that participation was voluntarily and the gift could be 

keep regardless of the participation decision. The experiment was blind to the respondents, but 

not to the interviewers as the project tried to measure the effect of incentives on interviewers and 

respondents combined as this is considered the realistic scenario when incentives are used in 

fieldwork.

Looking at cooperation in the survey on a household level, a positive effect of incentives can be 

observed. Table 2 shows the number of households cooperating in the survey on condition they 

have been contacted by interviewers. Note that these are not response rates as there is still data 

missing to determine the denominator of the rates. There is, however, now indication that there 

is variation on reasons for noncooperation between treatment groups. A more detailed analysis 

will be shown at the workshop.



Table 2: Household cooperation by treatment group

Household cooperating?
No Yes

Control 644
81.5

146
18.5

10 Euro 733
70.7

304
29.3

20 Euro 400
68.6

175
30.4

40 Euro 336
58.1

242
41.9

N: 2980 preliminary data, no response rates shown

The incentive treatment did boost cooperation amongst those contacted in the survey and the 

cooperation increases monotonous with incentive size. 

Fieldwork in the refresher sample started in May 2011 and was suspended in September 2011 

in events unrelated to the experiment. As a result of this, 920 addresses from the experiment 

were not contacted by interviewers. 

In the early weeks of fieldwork a comparably high volume of calls to the hotline at the survey 

agency were made by sample members, about 400 in total. A comparison of the treatment 

groups revealed that while about 1 percent of control group respondents called the hotline, about 

6 percent of respondents from treatment groups called the hotline. The survey agency stated 

that the call volume from the control group represents normal hotline response when compared 

to other studies. The higher volume in incentive groups must be credited to the incentive 

experiment. Many respondents called to complain about the incentives or they were simply 

irritated by the procedure. Of these 400 calls, 209 were refusals. There are more refusals 

amongst incentive treatments. 

Complaints about the use of prepaid cash incentives also reached the funders of SHARE 

Germany and created a difficult situation for the SHARE survey in Germany. 



As interviewers were aware of the incentive treatment of respondents allocated to them and as 

they are quite flexible on how to approach the respondents during the fieldwork period a possible 

influence of incentive treatment on interviewer behavior needs to be examined. If interviewers 

perceive those respondents that received cash with their advance letter to be easier cases 

interviewers could spend more effort on reaching these cases. Combined with a pay system 

based on successful interviews, an interviewer trying to maximize return to his invested time 

may be tempted to go after incentive cases first and foremost. 

However, when examining contact histories of SHARE interviewers, no difference in number of 

contacts between treatment groups can be observed. 

The incentive experiment led to mixed results. While the positive effect of the incentive 

treatment, especially the 40 Euro condition is considerable, the number of refusals after 

receiving the advance letter was also higher among those respondents that received a cash 

incentive.

Negative reaction to the incentive experiment has been a burden to the German SHARE study,

not only to the refresher but also the panel sample. While other fieldwork issues were more 

influential to the results of the study, administering the experiment proved to be more demanding 

than the fieldwork agency and the German country team have foreseen. 

As a result, survey practitioners in Germany may not use unconditional prepaid cash incentives 

in the future despite the positive effects on household cooperation shown in this experiment. 


