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Introduction

Postcards mailed as survey follow-up reminders have 

been used in the past to increase response rates and 

are generally accepted best practices in survey data 

collection. 

An alternative to a postcard reminder follow-up is an 

automated telephone message reminder. 

Auto-dial software dials the telephone numbers of 

agricultural operators, selected in a survey, and 

delivers an automated telephone message about the 

survey. 



Investigated Surveys

2006 Pennsylvania County Estimates Survey.

2007 Pennsylvania County Estimates Survey.

2007 Census Of Agriculture.

2008 Organic Production Survey.



Pennsylvania County Estimates Survey 

Background 

– Conducted yearly.

– Collects basic information on land operated, crop 

production and livestock inventory.

– Conducted by mail beginning in October.

– Response to the County Estimates Survey is not 

required by law.



Penn. County Estimates Survey 

Standard Data Collection Method

Ag. Operations in PA sampled from the NASS 

maintained list frame were mailed out a 4-page 

questionnaire.  

Second mailing of a questionnaire to initial non-

respondents approximately 5 weeks after the initial 

mailing.

Finally, telephone follow-up attempts were made in 

another round of data collection for remaining non-

respondents 8 weeks after the initial mailing.



Experiment 1: 

2006 Penn. County Estimates Survey



Experiment 1: 

Text of Telephone Reminder Message
Hi there!  This is just a reminder to return the County Estimates Survey we 

recently sent from the National Ag Statistics Service in USDA.  It was a 

green 4-page survey that we use each year to create county statistics for the 

major commodities in Pennsylvania.

If you already sent it back, “Thank you!”  Otherwise, please send it in 

(even if you are not currently farming), so we don’t have to bother you with 

another mailing.  If you can’t find the green survey form, we will send 

another copy in [couple of weeks / few days].

County statistics are very important to many in agriculture such as 

extension, teachers, lenders, agencies that implement government programs 

and grower organizations that work on behalf of farmers.  We need your 

help to show that “Agriculture Counts” in your county.

Max number call attempts: 5 times



Experiment 1: Analysis



Experiment 1: Analysis



Experiment 1: Discussion

Postcard reminders and automated telephone 

reminders significantly increased response 

rates, with the postcard reminder increased 

response rates the most.

Response rates are similar following the early 

and late telephone reminders.

The use of auto-dialer software appears to be 

effective.



Experiment 2:  

2007 Penn. County Estimates Survey

Data collection method was implemented as in prior 

survey.

Only difference:  testing the standard automated 

message with the same message recorded by the 

Pennsylvania Secretary of Agriculture, Dennis Wolff.  

The hypothesis is that farmers in Pennsylvania will 

regard a message from the State Secretary of Ag 

favorably, prompting higher response rates than a 

generic message.



Experiment 2:  Method



Experiment 2: 

Text of Telephone Reminder Message

Hi, (This is just a reminder/ I’m Dennis Wolff, 

Pennsylvania Secretary of Agriculture, reminding you) to 

return the tan colored County Estimates Survey recently sent 

from the National Ag Statistics Service of the USDA.

If you’ve already sent yours in, “thank you!”

The results of these surveys are instrumental in planning and 

implementing the programs that support our agriculture 

industry.  Thanks for helping us show that “Agriculture 

Counts” in your county.

Max call number attempts:  5 times



Experiment 2:  Analysis



Experiment 2:  Analysis 



Experiment 2:  Discussion

Postcard reminders and automated telephone 

reminders significantly increased response 

rates.

The highest response rate was produced by the 

generic automated telephone message.

The use of auto-dialer software appears to be 

effective.



Experiment 3:  Census of Agriculture

Conducted every five years.

Leading source of uniform, comprehensive 

agricultural data for every state and county in the 

U.S.

Provides a detailed picture of the U.S. farms and 

ranches and the people who operate them.

Conducted by mail.

Response to the Census of Agriculture is mandatory 

and required by law.



Experiment 3: 

2007 Census of Agriculture

Tested on a subgroup of non-respondents.

– Operations who did not respond to the screening 

for agricultural activities before the census 

(Agricultural Identification Survey aka AIS).

– Operations who were added to the census mail list 

too late to be included in the AIS.

– Whether or not these non-respondents are 

agricultural operations is unknown.

– Very low response rate.



Experiment 3:  Method

Auto-dial protocol:

– Similar automated message content

– Max number of call attempts:  3 times



Experiment 3:  Analysis



Experiment 3:  Analysis



Experiment 3:  Discussion

Automated telephone reminders slightly 

increased response rates.

The use of auto-dialer software appears 

marginally effective.



Experiment 4: 2008 Organic 

Production Survey

First-ever, wide-scale survey of organic 

farming in the U.S.

Seeks information on current organic and 

transitional producers, such as production, 

marketing, income and expenses. 

Conducted by mail.

Response to the Organic Production Survey is 

required by law.



Experiment 4:  Method

Auto-dial protocol:

– Similar message content

– Treatment 1:  automated telephone reminders 

delivered before the due date.

– Treatment 2:  automated telephone reminders 

delivered after the due date.

– Max number call attempts:  3 times.



Experiment 4: Analysis
Including All Records



Experiment 4: Analysis
Outcome of auto-dialer attempts



Experiment 4: Analysis  
Including only cases where message was delivered



Experiment 4: Discussion

In this survey, auto-dial messages are not 

effective.

- Overall the response rate was very high (87.3%)

- Many operations never received a message due to 

limited call attempts.



Conclusion

In cases where response rates are already high, 

automated message does not help to increase 

response.

In some cases, automated message increased 

the response.

Automated telephone reminders follow-up is 

relatively inexpensive method.

– Equipment costs approximately $1,000 plus phone 

calls.



Future Research
Message content may impact the effectiveness.

– The most appropriate message may differ from 

survey to survey.  Test alternatives to the methods 

employed.

 Different message, trained or professional speakers, etc. 

Guidelines for dialing protocol need to be 

reviewed.

– Many treatment groups’ operators never received 

the auto-dial message when only three attempts 

were made.
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