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Factors Influencing the Return Rates in Mail Surveys:
Effect of Sponsor and Official Seal on Return Rate and Speed

Hideo HAYASHI

Abstract

This article compares return rate and speed in a mail survey sent to 233 representatives of various
community organizations at Toyonaka city. The sample was divided into four approximately equal
groups. Each group received a different version of the cover letter. The first was from the city’s
Mayor with an official seal, the second was from the city’s Mayor without an official seal, the third
was from the city’s Public Relations Department, and the fourth was from a professor of a well-
known University located near Toyonaka city. After one follow-up, the overall return rate was
81.1%. The letter with the Mayor’s seal had the highest return rate (82.8%), followed by the one
without the seal (81.4%), and the letter from the city’s Public Relations Department (81.0%). The
letter with the Professor’s name had the lowest return rate (79.3%). These return rates were in the
expected direction, but there were no significant differences among these four conditions. The median
number of days it took respondents to mail back the questionnaire was not significantly different
among the four conditions but followed a pattern similar to that of the return rate. Other variables
examined were: total number of questionnaire items completed; number of persons completing and
number of phrases used in one of the open-ended questions; frequency of choosing either one of the
supportive response alternatives in a question; and frequency of adding one’s name on the returned
materials. In these variables no consistent differences were found among the four conditions.

Keywords: return rate, return speed, cover letter, sponsor, official seal.
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