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Background Overview 

The University of California 

Web-Based Survey—Challenges  
 

• Response rate: one of the biggest challenges 

• The rate of most major national surveys has been 

falling… 
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Background Overview 

The University of California 

NSSE U.S. Response Rate Trend, 2005-2012 
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Overall Public Private RU/VH

30% 

Note: 1. The “overall” bars show the rates from 2009 to 2012. All other bars show the rates from 2005 to  
            2012,  but excluding the rate for 2008. 2. RU/VH: Research Universities (very high activity) 
Source: http://nsse.iub.edu 

http://nsse.iub.edu/institutional_report/NSSE%202012%20Response%20Rate%20Summary%20table.pdf


Background Overview 

The University of California 

Purpose of the Study  
 

• Examine factors that influence student experience 

survey response rates  

• Review marketing strategies that may help improve 

response rates 
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Background Overview 

The University of California 

Population 
 

• Enrolled students on 9 undergraduate campuses of 

the University of California (UC) in the spring 2012 

• Invited to participate in University of California 

Undergraduate Experience Survey (UCUES) 
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Background Overview 

The University of California 

UCUES Structure … 
 

7 



Background Overview 

The University of California 

UCUES Administration… 
 

• Census survey administered once every two years 

• Used to be administered by Berkeley survey team 

• The Office of Institutional Research at UC Office of the 

President administered in the spring term, 2012 
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Background Overview 

The University of California 

UCUES Response Rate of 2012 Administration by Campus 
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Overall 
39% 

28% 

35% 36% 

39% 39% 40% 
41% 

44% 
47% 

Los Angeles Santa Cruz San Diego Merced Santa
Barbara

Riverside Berkeley Irvine Davis



Background Overview 

The University of California 

UCUES Response Rate of 2012 Administration by Gender 

10 

43% 

31% 

Female Male



Background Overview 

The University of California 

UCUES Response Rate of 2012 Administration by 
Entering Cohort 
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25.4% 

29.1% 

34.4% 35.5% 35.5% 

39.1% 

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011



Background Overview 

The University of California 

UCUES Response Rate of 2012 Administration by Ethnicity 
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32.3% 

33.4% 

34.0% 

35.5% 35.7% 35.8% 

37.8% 

African
American

Unknown Pacific Islander American Indian White Chicano/ Latino Asian



Background Overview 

The University of California 

Response Rate Trend of NSSE U.S. Research Universities 
and the University of California 
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30% 

RU/VH: Research Universities
(very high research activity)

University of California (9
Campuses)

2005 - 2012 

2006, 2008 
2010, 2012 



  Contributing Factors: Outline 

The University of California 

• Instrument Design 
    - Consent Form 

    - Passphrase Feature 

    - Major Drop-down List 
 
• Email Invitation 
     - Number 
      - Frequency 
      - Timing of delivery 
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  Contributing Factors: Outline 

The University of California 

• Completion Time 
    - Time Interval 

    - Survey Completeness 
 
• Student Services 
     - Student interaction with administrators  
      - Student Requests and Status 
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Factors: Instrument Design—Consent Form 

The University of California 

• What is a Consent Form? 
    - A document endorsed by survey participants 
    - Comes with an informational letter to allow informed decisions 
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Factors: Instrument Design—Consent Form (Cont’d) 

The University of California 

• Alternative Form 
 

    - A common belief: consent form discourages participation 
    - Three campuses used an alternative statement in 2012 administration 
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Factors: Instrument Design—Consent Form (Cont’d) 

The University of California 

• Did including the consent form affect student behavior at login? 
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Ins trume nt T yp e Ca mp us % Ag re e d % Le ft % De c line d

Berkeley 91.6% 7.2% 1.2%
Irvine 91.4% 8.0% 0.6%
Los Angeles 87.1% 12.2% 0.7%
San Diego 93.3% 6.1% 0.6%
Santa Barbara 92.4% 7.1% 0.5%
Santa Cruz 92.9% 6.8% 0.3%
Davis 93.3% 6.1% 0.6%
Merced 94.5% 5.5% 0.0%
Riverside 90.7% 7.9% 1.4%

Consent Form

No Consent Form



Factors: Instrument Design—Consent Form (Cont’d) 

The University of California 

• Hypothesis testing for the relationship between instrument 
type and student behavior 

19 

- Cramer's V=0.02 => student behaviors at login were independent  
   of the instrument type. 
 

Ins trume nt T yp e Ag re e d Le ft De c line d Total
With Form 40,678 3,483 312 44,473
No Form 17,107 1,229 152 18,488
Total 57,785 4,712 464 62,961

Ins trume nt T yp e Ag re e d Le ft De c line d

With Form 91.5% 7.8% 0.7%
No Form 92.5% 6.6% 0.8%



Factors: Instrument Design—Passphrase 

The University of California 

• Passphrase 
 

    - Protect student privacy 
    - Require students to set a passphrase for re-entering the survey 
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Factors: Instrument Design—Passphrase (Cont’d) 

The University of California 

• Did requiring a passphrase discourage non-completers 
from re-accessing the survey? 

21 

- Overall, 26% Non-completers did come back regardless of the  
  passphrase feature 
 

-  Number of access independent of completion status (Cramer's V=0.03)  
- Non-completers re-accessed the survey as much as the completers 
- Passphrase feature did not affect non-completers 
   

Total Accesses 1 2 3 4 4+
Completers 71% 20% 6% 2% 1%
Partial Completers 74% 19% 5% 1% 0%
Opt-outs 80% 15% 4% 1% 1%
Overall 72% 20% 6% 2% 1%

How Many Times Did Students Access the Survey



Factors: Instrument Design—Major Drop-Down 

The University of California 22 

• Use of major drop-down list 
 

   - Hide the current major for students with FERPA blocks 
   - Most campuses excluded such students 
   - UCLA used drop-down list for all students 

Show major(s)  Use major drop-down list 



Factors: Instrument Design—Major Drop-Down (Cont’d) 

The University of California 23 

• Did using a major drop-down list affect student participation in 
major evaluation? 
 

    - Exit at Major Evaluation (attrition): students who responded to at least 50% 
      of the questions in the previous section and exited at major evaluation. 

Co unt Pe rce nt Co unt Pe rce nt

Exite d 8 0.1% 32 0.1%
Pe rs is te d 5,569 99.9% 50,211 99.9%

UCLA All Othe rs
Ca mp us

- No significant difference in the attribution rates 



Factors: Instrument Design—Major Drop-Down (Cont’d) 

The University of California 24 

• Did the attrition rate vary across sections within and 
between campus?    

-  Within campus, higher attrition rates at earlier sections. 
-  Between campus, similar attrition rates across sections. 

Exit  Po int UCLA All Othe rs

Academic Engagement - -

Time Allocation 4.7% 3.5%
Academic & Personal Development 2.6% 2.2%
Campus Climate for Diversity 1.7% 1.2%
Plans & Aspirations 0.1% 0.1%
Overall Satisfaction & Agreement 0.2% 0.2%
Evaluation of the Major/Educational Experience 0.1% 0.1%



Factors: Email Invitation—Number 

The University of California 

• The more, the better? 

25 

Campus # Invitations Response Rate
Davis 8 47%
Irvine 15 44%
Berkeley 14 41%
Riverside 22 40%
Santa Barbara 8 39%
Merced 5 39%
San Diego 13 36%
Santa Cruz 10 35%
Los Angeles 12 28%

-  The association varies by campus, no direct relationship 
-  Campus factors and strategies play an important role  



Factors: Email invitation—Number (Cont’d) 

The University of California 

• How many total responses were gained by each invitation? 

26 

-  28% of total responses gained by the first invitation 
-  Cumulatively, 91% of responses gained by the first 9 invitations 
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Factors: Email invitation—Frequency 

The University of California 27 

• At what interval(s) were the invitations sent?  

-  Limit to the first 12 (or less) campus invitations, total 91 invites 
-  Positively skewed, median=7, mean=9.2, mode=7 
-  47 invites in-between 3-7 days, 44 invites in-between 8-28 days 
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Factors: Email Invitation—Frequency (Cont’d) 

The University of California 28 

• How long did the effect of an invitation last?  

-  The majority (63%) responded on the first day 
-  Cumulatively, 78% responded within 2 days, 97% within a week 
-  Interacting psychological factors (feeling fresh-> disturbing) 

63% 

15% 

7% 
4% 3% 2% 3% 3% 

0% 

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5 Day 6 Day 7 Day 8-14 Day 15-26

How Many Days Did It Take Before Students Respond 
(Given an Effective Invitation) 



Factors: Email Invitation—Timing of Delivery 

The University of California 

• On which days of the week were the invitations sent?  
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0

5

10

15

20

Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun

Co
un

t 

Week Day 
-  Fairly uniform, all over the week 
-  Friday is most popular, followed by Monday 
-  Tuesday is least popular 

Week Day Count
Mon 17
Tue 7
Wed 16
Thu 14
Fri 19
Sat 10
Sun 8



Factors: Email Invitation—Timing of Delivery (Cont’d) 

The University of California 

• Which day of the week is the best for sending invitations?  
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-  When students respond depends on when they received the invitations 
-  Analysis conditional on the invitation date 

Responded % Responded Responded % Responded
Mon 126,319 7,057 6% 1770 1%
Tue 54,704 5,700 10% 612 1%
Wed 119,606 6,948 6% 1350 1%
Thu 111,715 5,741 5% 1357 1%
Fri 147,992 6,024 4% 1513 1%
Sat 73,326 3,377 5% 1409 2%
Sun 49,695 3,376 7% 815 2%

Day 1 Day 2 Week Day Total 
Invitations



Factors: Email Invitation—Timing of Delivery (Cont’d) 

The University of California 

• What is the best day of the week to send invitations?  
 
 

31 

- Tuesday is the best day of the week, and Friday is least optimal 
- For 2012 admin, Friday is most popular and Tuesday is least popular  

7% 

12% 

7% 6% 
5% 

7% 

8% 

Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun

Percent Responded within 2 Days 



Factors: Completion Time 

The University of California 

• Time Duration It Took to Complete the Survey 
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Factors: Completion Time (Cont’d) 

The University of California 

• How long did it take to complete the survey with one access? 
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Factors: Completion Time (Cont’d) 

The University of California 

• N and Percent of Items Completed by Time Interval for One-
access Completers 

34 

Minutes N of Completers % of Items Completed 

  0-20 7,572 70% 

21-30 13,365 74% 

31-40 7,449 78% 

41-50 3,487 78% 

51-120 2,650 78% 



Factors: Response to Student Requests 

The University of California 35 

Student Interaction With Administrators 
 

• Service Accounts provide a platform for students to submit their 

requests while participating in the survey and interact with 

survey administrators 

• 10 service accounts: one for each campus and one for central 

• Service accounts were monitored regularly  

• Student requests were handled and recorded 

• Campus coordinators also receive requests from students 



 Factors: Student Services—Requests  

The University of California 36 

Student Requests/Completion by Request Category 
Issues Requests Completion 

Tech Issues 
Cannot log in 38 22 
Cannot re-access 13 10 
Case locked 41 26 
Completed but not sure ever did 4 4 
Error with the link 24 14 
Forgot passphrase 123 88 
Not in entry 19 16 
Other  9 8 
Sub-total 271 188 

Non-Tech Issues 
About the prize/winner 9 5 
Comments on UCUES 19 8 
Completed 19 12 
Not eligible/right person 11 4 
Reluctant to take 26 9 
Other 17 5 
Sub-total 101 43 

Overall 372 231 



 Factors: Response to Student Requests (Cont’d)  

The University of California 37 

Completion Rate of Those Who Submitted a Request by 
Request Category 

Overall 62% 

100% 

89% 

84% 

77% 

72% 

63% 

58% 

58% 

63% 

56% 

42% 

36% 

35% 

29% 

Completed but not sure…
Other

Not in entry
Cannot reaccess

Forgot passphrase
Case locked

Error with the link
Cannot log in

Completed
About the prize/winner

Comments on UCUES
Not eligible

Reluctant to take
Other

Non-Tech Issues 
 
Tech Issues 



Factors: Response to Student Requests (Cont’d)  

The University of California 38 

  Requests Completion 

  
Tech Issues Other 

Issues Total Tech Issues Other 
Issues Total 

UCB 12 21 33 9 8 17 
UCD 82 38 120 55 16 71 
UCI 54 8 62 37 6 43 
UCLA 23 9 32 16 1 17 
UCM 9 1 10 5 0 5 
UCR 21 8 29 19 6 25 
UCSB 30 7 37 25 2 27 
UCSC 17 3 20 9 2 11 
UCSD 24 6 30 13 2 15 

Overall 272 101 373 188 43 231 

Student Requests/Completion by Campus 



 Factors: Response to Student Requests (Cont’d)  

The University of California 39 

Completion Rate of Those Who Submitted a Request by 
Campus 

52% 

59% 

69% 

53% 
50% 

86% 

73% 

55% 
50% 

33% 
35% 34% 

19% 

31% 30% 30% 27% 29% 

Berkeley Davis Irvine Los
Angeles

Merced Riverside Santa
Barbara

Santa Cruz San Diego

Completers as % of Those Who Submitted a Service Request
Completers as % of Population

Overall 
30% 

Overall 
62% 



 Marketing Strategies 

The University of California 40 



 Marketing Strategies: UC Berkeley 

The University of California 41 

Survey Completion Date 

# 
su

rv
ey

s c
om

pl
et

ed
 

UC Berkeley UCUES Completion Date Trends, 2012 



 Marketing Strategies: UC Berkeley 

The University of California 42 

UCUES Survey Response Rates and Counts by Day, 2012 



 Marketing Strategies: UC Berkeley 

The University of California 43 

UCUES Response Rates and Counts by Select Survey Items,  2012 
In 2012: 1365 students began the survey, but did not submit the survey. Of these 1,365 
students, 38% were lost between Part 1: Academic Engagement and Part 1: Time 
Allocation.  An additional 16% were lost between Part 1: Time Allocation & Part 1: 
Personal Development (perceived skills development), and 11% were lost between 
Part 1: Personal Development & Part 1: Campus Climate for Diversity. Another drop of 
14% came between Part 1: Eval of the Major/Educ. Experiences & Part 2: Background 



 Marketing Strategies: UC Berkeley 

The University of California 44 

In 2011: 
858 students began the survey, but did not submit the survey. Of these 858 
students, 17% were lost between Part 1: Academic Engagement and Part 1: Time 
Allocation.  An additional 61% were lost between Part 1: Time Allocation & Part 
1: Personal Development (perceived skills development);  2% were lost between 
Part 1: Personal Development & Part 1: Campus Climate for Diversity. Another 
drop of 17% came between Part 1: Eval of the Major/Educ. Experiences & Part 2: 
Background 
 

UCUES Response Rates and Counts by Select Survey Items,  2011 



 Marketing Strategies: UC Berkeley 

The University of California 45 



 Marketing Strategies: UC Santa Cruz 

The University of California 46 
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Impact of mass email messages on response rates 



 Marketing Strategies: UC Santa Cruz 

The University of California 47 

Start date: in 2012 started 2 weeks 
earlier than in 2010. 
After 7 messages we had the same 
RR as we did after 5 messages in 
2010. 
 
• Did not gain much by starting 2 

weeks earlier because of a 
slow time during midterms  

Close date: end of June in 2012, 
3 weeks earlier than in 2010.  
 
Response rates in 2010: 36% 
overall and 28% based on 
completes 
 
• Did not lose much by closing 

the survey at the end of June in 
2012 rather than the end of July 
as we did in 1010 
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 Marketing Strategies: UC Santa Cruz 

The University of California 48 

UC 
Santa  
Cruz 
UCUES 
Portal 



 Marketing Strategies: UC Merced 

The University of California 49 

Targeted invitation 

Data sharing with 
students 

Data sharing with 
campus 



 Marketing Strategies: UC San Diego 

The University of California 50 



 Marketing Strategies: UC San Diego 

The University of California 51 



 Marketing Strategies: UC San Diego 

The University of California 52 



 Marketing Strategies: UC San Diego 

The University of California 53 



 Marketing Strategies: UC San Diego 

The University of California 54 
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 Summary: Contributing Factors 

The University of California 55 

1. Using the consent form, passphrase feature, and major drop-
down list do not discourage student participation. 

2. The first email invitation is most important, majority of the 
responses were gained by the first 9 invitations. 

3. Email intervals of less than a week are suggested for earlier 
invitations. Intervals of more than 2 weeks are not 
recommended. 

4. Tuesday is the best day of the week for sending invitations, and 
Friday is least optimal for invitations. 

5. A reasonable time length of a survey is less than 30 minutes.  
6. Survey administrator’s interaction with student through service 

account has a positive influence on their response rate, especially 
when they seek help with technical problems. 

 



 Summary: Marketing Strategies 

The University of California 56 

Invitations: 
• Frequently mixing up the content of the email reminders with 

respect to subject lines, signatories, and the body of the 
message 

•  Relying on Departments and Colleges for helping to get the 
word out 

• Email invitation from people students know (including 
student leadership) 

• Reminders in class and from Student Affairs staff 
Incentives: 

•  Offer a mix of short- and long-range incentives throughout 
the survey administration period 

•  Publicizing winners, their comments and photos 
Data Sharing: 

• Share data back to students so they know it is important 
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