
Talk about a small, qualitative study Westat did as an initial start at 

exploring SMS or short message service  or texting as a method for 

collecting data.

Thanks my colleagues …. And Fred Conrad who helped with the initial 

design of the application specs.
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Clinical applications using SMS technology report great success with 
the technology in terms of improving behaviors, such as influenza 
vaccinations and remembering to take medications for a chronic illness 
such as asthma.  In those case, even when the prompt is posed as a 
question, the answer isn’t as important to the objective as the targeted 
behavior.  We’ve all also heard of some very succesfull uses of SMS 
technology in some commercial venues – Donate Haiti and American 
Idol.

Simultaneously as we see these successful uses of SMS technology, 
survey organizations are experiencing greater challenges in maintaining 
response rate, and particularly with certain populations.   These are 
also the populations that tend to be cell users, and by some estimates a 
large proportion of those same people are SMS users.  So it seems a 
natural leap to incorporate this technology into our survey designs and 
data collection protocols.  In fact, some experimental studies that have 
used SMS as a prompt to complete a survey, report higher response 
rates from the group receiving the SMS prompt.

So there is evidence to suggest survey researchers can make use of 
this technology.
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That being said, there are differences between these successful uses of 

the SMS technology and a typical household survey.

Clinical applications – as I mentioned,  the objective is often something 

other than data collection.  Similar to the existing uses in survye 

applications, the objective of the SMS is to prompt a certain behavior.  

Direct data collection is not the goal.   In these types of applications, 

there is ususally some preexisting relationship or a prior personal 

contact in which an SMS contact is discussed.

In commercial applications, the SMS owner has a personal motivation, 

or perceives a personal benefit in engaging in a SMS interaction.  

Voting for the next American Idol or ordering that pizza for delivery now.   

Even with those interactions, the exchange is short one or two text per 

party.  The language is not as formal or as intentional or studied as 

survey questions.  And sources of survey error are not a central 

concern.

So these particular characteristics that contribute to making these 

applications work reflect characteristics of the SMS technology



SMS stands for Short Message Service….. Not Survey Methods Service,  not Serious 
Measurement Service. The functionality is intended for short one or two exchange interactions.   

- That’s in part a result  of the fact that SMS is a “stateless system”  The response is not 
inherently linked to the question.  It took me a really long time to wrap my head around what 
that means, so hopefully I can explain in a way that makes sense.  Let’s use the example of 2 
consecutive Yes/No questions.

Are you male? Enter Yes  or No.   Answer: No  Your response gets stuck in a queue and takes 
longer than you expect to get a response.  So you send  “No” again.  Which just happens to 
correspond with the system sending out the next question:

Do you wear glasses?  Enter Yes or No   Answer: Yes  So the system get’s what it thinks is a 
No in response to the second question just because of the timing factor.  Then a minute later it 
gets a Yes.  Now the system has three answers and doesn’t know how to interpret two of them. 

The SMS study the military did with their recruitment specialists and reported at AAPOR last 
year, and they reported that this same problem with linking  responses to answers “jumbled 
data” caused them to have to drop several hundred cases from their study.   What it means is 
that your design needs to create a unique link between each question and it’s response 
cateogories.  So the approach cannot be like an IVR where you use the same digits as 
response categories across question.

On the other hand, in order to ‘understand’ the responses, each text has an associated 
dictionary filled with valid and expected responses to an outgoing text.   This is like an IVR.  

And one of the other challenging characteristics with SMS, especially for a survey application, is 
the limit on the number of characters per text.  The limits vary by providers, so anywhere 
between 120 characters and 160 characters.  How thee providers handle texts outside of that 
range vaires as well.
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And wrap all this in a tiny  2 x 2 in square screen covered with 

fingerprints. …  

This text contains 61 characters.   An example of a text string closer to 

about 130 is: “It is important for the Westat Survey of SMS Users to 

hear from you. The survey only has 3 questions. Please reply A to 

start.”   This is 126 characters
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Establish prior contact  -if not only for the obvious reason of getting the 

person approval to send them a text, which they may in fact get 

charged for depending on the type of plan they have.

Those other applications keep the number of exchanges to a minimum, 

and we’ll talk in a minute about why that’s very important for reasons 

outside o the potential costs incurred with each text sent or received.

Motivate the response – can’t promise them their favorite dancer will 

win, but you can offer other types of incentives, as with many surveys.
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So with that as a general background about SMS technology, let’s talk a 

little about the design of our exploratory study.
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After invited with the email invitation, and got their agreement to receive 

texts from us there was a week or sometimes longer delay before we 

stated to send out messages.   So the very first message was a 

message asking them to start. 



11

With  this one design and implementation approach our objectives 

focused primarily on feasibility of collecting survey data using SMS.  In 

addition we collected debriefing data to speak to the usability of the 

application. 
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Guessing that we’d get better cooperation from regular text users.  Of 

respondents, those who completed , almost ¾ were regular text users.  

Not much difference in terms of text usage among NR and partials.
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First day, in this case is the first 4 – 5 hours because of 9 pm cut-off 

time.  So some of the 17 would move-up, and that takes us at over 50% 

respond in the first 4 or 5 hours – much like web survey response times.  

Differs from mail which requires a slightly longer time line to account for 

physical movement of the paper across post offices.
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These data surprised me and suggest we probably have some learning 

to do with this technology.  With this really short survey that only 

included 2 to 4 questions plus an intro,  about ½ of the respondents 

took over 10 minutes to complete it, but just a little over 10% finished in 

1-3 minutes.  

Of those who required 10 minutes or more to complete the survey, over 

half of them actutally initiated their first response soon after we sent the 

first text message – back-log on the system, load/volume issues
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Another way to look at this though is to look at response time at a 

question level compared to the estimates of completion time for the 

whole survey.  The table at the bottom shows the median time before 

getting a response to a question once we sent the question.  So 

respondents were very responsive to the texted questions.   We on the 

other hand seemed to encounter some difficulty in processing the 

responses, resulting in a fairly lengthy delay between the response to 

one questin and the receipt of the next question.
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Some of those delays were due to other unanticipated technical issues.

Polite respondents texting thank you at the end of their response –

clericial review
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Felt time between text was about right – 78%  BUT I thought we have 

evidence to the contrary.  But maybe this perception also reflects a 

characteristic of SMS users.  Since there more usual interactions using 

TXT are probably short interactions, without a lot of back and forth, they 

do have “breaks” between texts.  Texts from Sally are handled, and then 

maybe an hour later you get one from you Mom.   So their expectation 

is different than what we expect based on our normal automated data 

collection methods paradigm such as with a Web instrument.
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Not to allow you to think we have completely rose-colored glasses, 

there were some challenges reported back as well, and they differed a 

bit by frequency of usage.
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Room to improve –

-While not everyone seemed to find the delays problematic, others did.  

We can do thinks to imrpove our own response time, and a lot of that 

has to do with techniques for handling special characters. 
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