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Factors Influencing the Return Rates in Mail Surveys:

The effect of cover letter with or without an official seal,
different sponsoring organizations as addressee of return mail
and type of outgoing/return mail on the rate of return

Hideo HAYASHI

Abstract

This experimental study was conducted with a sample selected from the general population. The respondents
were selected using systematic sampling procedures. The purpose of the study was to examine some of the
factors that influence the return rates of mail questionnaires. The main findings were as follows: First, the
response rate of persons that received the cover letter with the official seal of the sponsoring organization was
lower than those that received the same letter without the seal. Second, there were no statistically significant
differences in the response rates obtained when the completed questionnaire had to be returned to a University
address compared to when it had to be returned to a local government agency address. Third, metered
outgoing mail produced a lower response rate than those obtained when commemorative stamps were used.
Fourth, ordinary stamps and commemorative stamps for the return envelope resulted in similar response rates
that were higher than those obtained with the business reply envelope. Quantification method of the first type
was applied to estimate the weights of these four factors. The multiple correlation coefficient was high with
these four factors explaining almost 50% of the variance. Therefore, it is recommended to use postal stamps for
the return of mail surveys.

Key words: return rate, cover letter, official seal, addressee of return mail, ordinary stamp, commemorative
stamp, metered mail, business reply
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