
  1 
 

 
 
 
 
 

A Study of Mail Survey Methodology: 
Experimental Mail Surveys Conducted in 2008 and 20101 

 
 
 
 

September, 2012 
 
 
 

Noriko Onodera 
 
 
 

NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute  
Public Opinion Research 

 
 
 
 

                                                   
1This article is based on the authors’ articles “Yu-so Chousa no Jisshi Houohou no Kentou (1)(2)(3)” 

[Discussing Methodology of Mail Surveys (PartⅠ/Ⅱ/Ⅲ)] originally published on August 2011(Ⅰ), 

October 2011(Ⅱ), and February 2012(Ⅲ) in “Hoso kenkyu to chousa” [the NHK Monthly Report on 

Broadcast Research]. Full text in Japanese are available below: 

http://www.nhk.or.jp/bunken/summary/research/report/2011_08/20110804.pdf 

http://www.nhk.or.jp/bunken/summary/research/report/2011_10/20111005.pdf 

http://www.nhk.or.jp/bunken/summary/research/report/2012_02/20120203.pdf 

 

http://www.nhk.or.jp/bunken/summary/research/report/2011_08/20110804.pdf
http://www.nhk.or.jp/bunken/summary/research/report/2011_10/20111005.pdf
http://www.nhk.or.jp/bunken/summary/research/report/2012_02/20120203.pdf


  2 
 

 
From June to August 2008 and March to April 2010, NHK conducted face-to-face 

interviews as well as experimental mail surveys in order to compare different survey 

modes. For the 2008 surveys, we compared the face-to-face-interview, drop-off/pick-up, 

and mail survey modes, as well as survey findings obtained by each mode. For the 2010 

surveys, we analyzed differences in distribution of responses between the face-to-face 

interviews (where the answers were recorded by an interviewer) and the mail survey 

(where the questionnaire was filled out by the respondent), and examined the effect on 

survey findings of the presence or absence of neutral response categories on the 

self-administered questionnaire.2 
 NHK has rarely conducted postal mail surveys, but since the response rate for this 
type of survey is relatively high and costs can be kept low, it is quite likely that more 
mail surveys will be conducted in the future. Accordingly, this paper explores 
methodologies for executing mail surveys based on the two experimental mail surveys 
carried out in 2008 and 2010 described above. 
 Dillman (2009) proposes the Tailored Design Method, a survey design method that 
considers all the survey’s constituent elements in detail according to the circumstances 
of the survey and covers the entire process, from the decision to hold a survey through 
the survey design and implementation. 
 This paper discusses the constituent elements of the survey process for the 
experimental mail surveys of 2008 and 2010 (respondent, conditions under which the 
questionnaire was filled out, survey schedule, and so forth) as proposed in the Tailored 
Design Method. 
 Section I describes the outlines of the 2008 and 2010 experimental mail surveys. 
Section II analyzes “proxy responses,” “proxy fill-ins,” “consultation,” etc., which can 
commonly occur in mail surveys, based on the 2010 survey, and establishes the 
definition of validity of responses.  
 Section III reviews the problems that can occur when respondents fill out 
questionnaires, and Section IV explores the most effective schedule for ensuring a high 
response rate. 

                                                   
2 For survey results, see the Chosa Hoshiki Hikaku Purojekuto (2010) for the 2008 survey, and Murata 
and Onodera (2010) for the 2010 survey. The following members of the Public Opinion Research 
Division of the NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute participated in planning, carrying out, and 
analyzing the 2010 experimental mail survey: Aramaki Hiroshi, Onodera Noriko, Kono Kei, Kojima 
Hiroshi, Nakaaki Hiroshi, Nishi Kumiko, Hara Miwako, and Murata Hiroko. 
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I. OVERVIEW OF THE EXPERIMENTAL MAIL SURVEYS 

 
The following describes the planning for the experimental mail surveys in 2008 and 
2010 and how the surveys were carried out. 

 

Description of the Surveys 
Figure 1 outlines the experimental mail surveys that were carried out concurrently with 
the main face-to-face interviews for the 8th “Japanese Value Orientations” survey 
(2008) and the “Japanese and Television 2010” survey, respectively. Both mail surveys 
contained the same questions as the face-to-face interviews. 
 

Figure 1. Overview of Experimental Surveys 
 

2008 Experimental Mail Survey 2010 Experimental Mail Survey
Survey title 8th "Attitudes of Japanese 2008" survey The Japanese and Television 2010 survey
Method Mail survey Mail survey
Survey period Wed. June 25 and Mon. August 4, 2008 Wed. March 3 to Thu. April 15, 2010
Sampling frame
Sampling method
Population
Sample size 1,200 (12 people x 100 units) 1,800 (12 people x 150 units)
No. of valid responses (rate) 822 (68.5%) 1,215 (67.5%)

Central Research Services, Inc. Nippon Research Center, Ltd.

Central Research Services checked,
entered, and processed the data

NHK checked questionnaires and the
entry and processing of data was
performed by Nippon Research Center

Basic Resident Register
Stratified two-stage random sampling
Japanese aged 16 and over

Survey execution

NHK given as address for returning questionnaires and contact for inquiries
(only NHK was identified to respondents as the surveyor)

 
 

System for Implementing the Experimental Mail Surveys 
The research company Central Research Services, Inc. was commissioned by NHK to 
carry out the 2008 experimental mail survey. Although respondents returned completed 
questionnaires to NHK, Central Research Services did all the work after the 
questionnaires were received, from opening the envelopes, registering receipt, checking 
questionnaires, editing responses to processing the data. 
 In the 2010 experimental mail survey, NHK commissioned a different research 
company, Nippon Research Center, Ltd., to select a survey sample, carry out the survey, 
and enter and process the data. To ascertain the conditions under which respondents had 
filled out the questionnaires, however, NHK checked the returned questionnaires, and 
copyedited responses before turning them over to Nippon Research Center. 
 In both surveys, only NHK was identified as the surveyor. Respondents were not told 
the name of the commissioned research organizations, and NHK handled telephone 
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inquiries from respondents. 
 
Sampling 
For the 2008 experimental mail survey, NHK, concurrently with the implementation of 
the main face-to-face interviews, selected a sample through its broadcasting stations 
nationwide. Primary sampling units (PSUs) were selected by first dividing the entire 
territory of Japan into 18 regional blocs, stratifying the blocs into 13 strata, then sorting, 
according to the 13 strata, local government districts (i.e., city, ward, town, and village) 
and grouping their smaller divisions.3 Twelve samples from each PSU were selected, 
through systematic sampling, from the Basic Resident Register. Three hundred PSUs 
were divided into three groups, with one hundred PSUs each being assigned one of the 
three types of data collection modes—face-to-face interview, drop-off/pick-up, and mail  
modes.  
 In the 2010 survey, NHK itself selected samples for the main face-to-face survey. For 
the experimental mail survey, NHK selected the PSUs and the research company, which 
drew up selection specifications based on NHK’s sampling manual, selected individuals 
for the sample from the Basic Resident Register. The local government units of city, 
ward, town, and village were sorted according to the 18 regional blocs above, the 
categorization of cities by size of population,4 and the proportion of the population 
employed in tertiary industry, prior to selection of PSUs through systematic sampling. 
Twelve samples were drawn from each PSU. In face-to-face interviews, the geographic 
scope of the PSU is usually limited to prevent respondents from being too spread out, 
but since this was a mail survey that did not involve interviewer visits, PSU size and 
related factors were disregarded. 
 
Survey Schedule 
The survey schedules were as described in Figure 2. All those surveyed were sent a total 
of four mailings: a preliminary request card requesting respondents’ cooperation, the 
survey questionnaire, and two separate reminders. 
 

Figure2．Experimental Survey Schedule 
                                                   
3 The following are the 18 regional blocs and the 13 strata into which the 18 blocs were divided, shown 
in parentheses: (01. Southern Hokkaido; 02. Northern Hokkaido) (03. Tohoku – Pacific Coast; 04. 
Tohoku–Sea of Japan Coast) (05. Tokyo) (06. Southern Kanto) (07. Northern Kanto) (08. Koshinetsu) (09. 
Tokai; 10. Hokuriku) (11. Kinki) (12. Sanyo; 13. San’in) (14. Shikoku) (15. Northern Kyushu) (16. 
Central Kyushu; 17. Southern Kyushu) (18. Okinawa). 
4 Division of cities by size: 1. Cities with a population of 1 million or over; 2. Cities with a population of 
300,000 or over; 3. Cities with a population of 100,000 or over; 4. Cities with a population under 
100,000; 5. Towns and villages. 
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Wed -7
Thu -6
Fri -5
Sat -4 　Preliminary request card mailed 　Preliminary request card mailed
Sun -3
Mon -2
Tue -1
Wed 0 　●Survey questionnaire mailed 　●Survey questionnaire mailed
Thu 1
Fri 2
Sat 3
Sun 4
Mon 5
Tue 6
Wed 7
Thu 8
Fri 9
Sat 10
Sun 11
Mon 12 　●Deadline
Tue 13
Wed 14 　①Reminder(Postcard) 　①Reminder(Postcard)
Thu 15
Fri 16 　●Deadline
Sat 17
Sun 18
Mon 19 　（Alternate public holiday）
Tue 20
Wed 21 　②Reminder（questionnaire enclosed） 　①Deadline
Thu 22 　②Reminder（questionnaire enclosed）
Fri 23
Sat 24
Sun 25
Mon 26 　(Marine day [public holiday]）
Tue 27 　①②Deadline
Wed 28
Thu 29
Fri 30
Sat 31
Sun 32
Mon 33
Tue 34
Wed 35 　②Deadline
Thu 36
Fri 37
Sat 38
Sun 39
Mon 40 　Deadline for receipt of responses

Thu 43 　Deadline for receipt of responses

Day 2008 Experimental Mail Survey 2010 Experimental Mail Survey

*●＝First survey questionnaire , ①＝First reminder(postcard),②＝Second reminder and survey
questionnaire. Respective mailings and deadlines are indicated by corresponding marks.  

  In a mail survey, the schedule for the reminders and survey deadline has a major 
impact on how promptly questionnaires are returned and on the number of 
questionnaires retrieved. A different schedule was adopted for the 2010 survey than the 
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2008 survey, and differences in retrieval rates were compared. Two major changes were 
made in the schedule for the second survey. 
(1) In 2008, the first reminder was sent two days after the initial deadline, but the 

number of questionnaires returned after the reminder had been sent did not increase 
significantly. With this in mind, in the 2010 survey the deadline was set later than 
the reminder. 

(2) In 2008, setting the same survey deadline for both the first and the second 
reminders weakened the “deadline effect,” whereby the number of returned 
questionnaires increases before the deadline. In the 2010 survey, to boost the 
deadline effect, the two reminders had different deadlines. 

 Figure 3 shows the dates by which questionnaires were returned in the two surveys. 
Although the final response rate was nearly the same for both surveys, more 
questionnaires were received early in the 2008 survey. The figure shows that many 
questionnaires were received on Mondays, which is because the NHK Broadcasting 
Culture Research Institute is closed on weekends. 
 
Figure3．Comulative Arrival Rate for Questionnaire in the Experimental Surveys 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Survey Materials 
The survey materials and breakdown are shown in Figure 4. Some of the materials in 
the 2010 survey differed from those in the 2008 survey: the incentive amount, the fact 
that no postage stamps were used for the mail, and that addresses were printed rather 
than handwritten. 
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Figure 4. Survey-Related Materials Sent to Respondents 
 

Material 2008 Experimental Mail Survey 2010 Experimental Mail Survey

Notifies recipient that incentive will be
offered

No notice regarding incentive

Mailing envelope
NHK A4-size envelope (33.2 cm x 24
cm) with postage stamps affixed

NHK A4-size envelope (33.2 cm x 24
cm) with postage paid

Questionnaire (first mailing) A4 size, light blue A-4 size, A: light blue, B: light green*
Preliminary request card
(enclosure)

Incentive(gift)
Prepaid book-purchase card
 (1,000 yen value)

Prepaid book-purchase card
(500 yen value)

Return envelope
A4-size envelope (33.2 cm x 24 cm),
light blue, opaque, with postage stamps
affixed

A4-size envelope (33.2 cm x 24 cm),
cream color, opaque, postage postpaid

NHK public opinion survey
leaflet

First reminder 1st reminder postcard Postcard, light purple (postage paid) Postcard, white (postage paid)
2nd reminder, with
questionnaire

A4 size, light pink A4 size, A: light orange, B: light pink*

2nd reminder, with preliminary
request card

A4 size, white A4 size, white

Return envelope
A4-size envelope (33.2 cm x 24 cm),
light pink (postage postpaid)

A4-size envelope (33.2 cm x 24 cm),
cream color, postage postpaid, same as
that sent the first time*

Addressing
method

Stick-on address labels Addresses handwritten and copied Printed

* In 2010, two types of questionnaires (A and B) were used, in order to compare findings from two different types of response categories. The
split-ballot technique was used for comparison.

Preliminary request cardPreliminary

First mailing

Second
reminder

Leaflet describing public opinion surveys conducted by NHK. The same leaflet is
used for face-to-face interview and drop-off/pick-up surveys.

Same postage-paid pressure-bonded postcard as for face-to-face interviews, with
printed address and 4-digit serial number under the address

Message identical to that on preliminary request card, reprinted on A5-size paper

 
 

Incentive amount 
For both surveys, the amount of incentive payment was determined based on the 
incentive for the face-to-face interviews. In the 2008 experimental mail survey, a 
prepaid card valued at 1,000 yen, good for buying books or magazines, was enclosed 
with the survey questionnaire, and respondents had been informed of the incentive in 
the preliminary request card. In the 2010 mail experimental survey, a prepaid book 
purchase card valued at 500 yen was enclosed, but respondents were not notified of this 
beforehand. 
 A mail survey incentive can be delivered to respondents either as an enclosure with 
the questionnaire or sent separately after the recipient has returned the questionnaire. 
The enclosure method means that even those who fail to answer the questionnaire  
receive an incentive, but this method has the advantage of reducing the cost of the work 
needed to confirm that the questionnaire has been received and subsequently send out 
the incentive. In addition, the enclosure method means that the incentive is offered 
beforehand, which can also have a positive effect on the response rate. According to 
Dillman (2009), offering an incentive ahead of time is a social exchange5 meant to 
                                                   
5 According to Shakai shinrigaku jiten [Dictionary of Social Psychology], Maruzen, 2009, a social 
exchange (shakaiteki kokan) refers to the exchange of various resources between individuals and/or 
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build trust. Offering a minor incentive ahead of time makes the recipient feel obligated 
to act in response to the rewards. Matsuda (2010) has also documented that offering an 
incentive ahead of time is effective. 
 
Not using postage stamps 
Hayashi (2006) gives a number of examples of how affixing postage stamps to the 
questionnaire envelope and the return envelope is more effective than “postage deferred 
payment mail” or “postpaid mail.” In the 2008 experimental mail survey, postage 
stamps were used on the preliminary request card, the envelope for the questionnaire 
sent the first time, and the return envelope enclosed with the questionnaire. 
 Not using postage stamps saves on labor and the cost of the stamps for 
questionnaires that were obviously not returned. On the other hand, compared to when 
postage stamps are used, respondents may dispose of the envelope containing the 
questionnaire without opening it or may feel less obligation to return the questionnaire 
if the return envelope does not bear a postage stamp. In the 2010 survey, no postage 
stamps were used for any of the posted items; this was done to gauge the impact of 
dispensing with postage stamps. The expense of both postage for the mailings sent out 
and for the return envelopes was shouldered by the surveyor. 
 
Printing of addresses 
Previously, preliminary request cards from NHK for face-to-face interviews and 
drop-off/pick-up surveys had always been addressed by hand. When a survey involved 
sending out several pieces of mail, to save labor the handwritten address was copied 
onto stick-on address labels. For the 2008 experimental mail survey, too, handwritten 
addresses were copied onto stick-on address labels. Handwritten addresses were 
preferred following the tradition that handwriting is more polite (expressing 
personalized consideration for the recipient) and indicating that the recipient’s 
information has not yet been entered into a database (alleviating concerns about 
privacy), thereby boosting the trustworthiness of the survey. 
 But handwriting quality varies considerably, and in time it came to be believed that 
copied handwritten address labels look untidy and might instead reduce the 
trustworthiness of the survey. The task of checking each address for errors is also a huge 
amount of work. 
                                                                                                                                                     
groups. Humans basically look for high-reward, low-cost relationships. According to Dillman (2009), in 
the case of surveys, in addition to a nominal incentive the rewards can involve various other factors, such 
as receiving information about the survey, being thanked and so forth, and what is viewed as a reward 
differs depending on the individual. 
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 Moreover, mail sent using printed addresses has meanwhile become very common 
and few people find it discourteous. Data inputting also has the major advantage of 
facilitating detection of errors through automatic verification, i.e., checking input data 
against previous versions. In the 2010 survey, respondents’ data was input and printed 
out on stick-on address labels for all the envelopes and postcards. 
 
Questionnaire Form 
Details of the questionnaire-form design are described below. 
 
Composition 
Both surveys were 16-page questionnaires, with the title, greeting, request for 
cooperation, deadline for posting the response, contact number for inquiries, and 
respondent’s serial number on the first page. Pages 2 to 13 contained the same questions 
as those in the main face-to-face interviews. In the 2008 survey, page 14 contained 
boxes for filling in information on gender, year of birth, date and time the questionnaire 
was completed, and time spent answering questionnaire. In the 2010 survey, the gender 
and birth year boxes were moved to page 13, and page 14 was for date and time the 
survey was completed, time spent answering the questionnaire, and four additional 
questions about conditions pertaining to answering the survey. In both surveys, page 15 
had a space for comments and page 16 was blank. 
 
Color of paper used 
In both surveys, different colors were used for the initially sent questionnaire and the 
questionnaire sent with the reminder to make it easier to tell them apart. 
 
Questionnaire format 
In the 2008 experimental mail survey, a two-column per page format, modeled after 
Mangione (1999), Matsuda (2008), and others, was used for the self-administered 
questionnaire (Figure 5). In this survey, most of the questions concerning Japanese 
value orientations were asked independently and, for such questions, using the vertical 
two-column format was an advantage because fewer pages were needed. No particular 
problems were identified in connection with the use of the vertical two-column format. 
 Unlike the 8th “Japanese Value Orientations” survey of 2008, the 2010 face-to-face 
interview survey “Japanese and Television, 2010” contained many questions presented 
in table form (Figure 6). In the case of such questions, items A to D take up one line 
each in the table format but in the two-column format the same set of response 
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categories must be repeated for each item, so this does not reduce the number of pages. 
Further, in the table format in Figure 6, items A to D appear in the same table, whereas 
using a two-column format means that items A to D may sometimes appear on different 
pages, which could affect the questionnaire answers. 
 

Figure 5. Mail Survey Vertical Two-Column Format 

1. Often
2. Infrequentrly

D. Do you often juggle your schedule to watch 
TV, or do you do so infrequently?

1. I often choose them personally
2. They are often chosen by someone else

C. Do you often personally choose the TV   
programs you watch, or are they often  
chosen by someone else?

Q.6 Do you usually watch TV in the ways A to D 
described below? If you were to group your viewing as 
shown below, what would apply in your case? 
(For A to D, choose one answer only)
A. When I get home, the first thing I do is turn the  

TV on

1. Frequently
2. Sometimes
3. Rarely

B. I turn the TV on and watch only when 
something… 

 
 

Figure 6. Table Form for Mail Survey 

Direction of answers Often Sometimes Rarely
A. When I get home, the first thing I do is turn on the TV 1 2 3
B. I turn on the TV and watch when something attracts
   my attention 1 2 3

C. I watch while considering other programs and information
    about performers 1 2 3

D. I talk back to the TV 1 2 3

Q.6 Do you usually watch TV in the ways A to D described below? If you were to choose from among “Often”
to “Rarely,” how would you answer?

 
 

 A comparative study of the table and two-column formats conducted prior to the 
survey produced no definitive results.6 The Asahi Shimbun uses the vertical 
two-column format, but NHK had never used this format before for self-administered 
drop-off/pick-up surveys. In the 2010 experimental mail survey the vertical two-column 
format was adopted to evaluate how well this format would work. 
 It should also be noted that visually speaking, the vertical two-column format is 
closer to the list of response items used in the face-to-face interview survey, against 

                                                   
6 In a preliminary study for the survey, monitors from the research company filled out questionnaires 
using the two layouts and were interviewed after filling out the questionnaires. In the interviews, almost 
none of the monitors said they had had difficulty understanding the table format; they felt that this format 
had a streamlined look, etc. Their overall evaluations were more positive for the table format than the 
vertical two-column format. A few monitors, however, did say that they found answering easier with the 
two-column layout. Incidentally, most people commented that both questionnaire formats contained a bit 
too many questions. Monitors (one male and one female each from the 16-to-19, 20s, 30s, 40s, 50s and 
60s age segments) were interviewed by NHK researchers.  
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which the mail surveys are being compared. 
How response categories were shown 
Both the 2008 and the 2010 mail survey presented response categories from the lists of 
response items shown to respondents during the face-to-face interviews. For the 
questions whose response categories were not presented in the list of response items 
shown in the face-to-face interviews, expressions used in the interview survey were 
faithfully used as response categories in the mail survey. The response category of 
“don’t know/no answer” was omitted, however. 
 In the 2010 experimental mail survey, two questionnaires, one including the neutral 
response categories—such as “can’t say either way”—and the other omitting them, were 
prepared to gauge the impact of this element on survey findings. 
 
Single and multiple answers  
As shown in figures 5 and 6, each question uses a question number (e.g., Question 6) 
and English letters (A to D). Each question was accompanied by instructions for 
choosing an answer, for example, “Choose one answer only” or “Multiple answers 
allowed.” In the example given in Figure 5, the instruction was “For items A to D, 
choose only one answer for each item.” 
 When combined with the vertical two-column layout, these instructions for single or 
multiple answers were the likely cause of a problem that surfaced with Question 19, 
items A to G, discovered when returned questionnaires were being checked. The A to G 
list is long, and it just so happened that the questionnaire was laid out with item A 
appearing on one page and items B to G on the next page. Even though the question 
requested one answer only, some respondents chose more than one answer apparently 
because of this layout. In total, this problem occurred in as high as 13.5 percent (164 
respondents) of all valid responses. 
 
Additional Questions for Learning Who Filled Out the Questionnaire 
In the 2008 experimental mail survey, a follow-up postcard survey was sent to the 
respondents to learn more about how they had answered the questionnaire. In the 2010 
survey, four questions about this were added at the end of the main questions (Figure 7). 
 For both surveys, respondents were asked to write down the date and time upon 
starting work on the questionnaire and again upon completion. Given that many 
respondents had made mistakes in filling in this information in the 2008 survey, the 
2010 survey used a bubble (Figure 8) to explain this requirement more clearly. The date 
on which filled-in questionnaires arrived at NHK was also recorded. 
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Figure 7. Additional Questions and Response Categories (Simple Tabulation) to 
Gauge Conditions under which the Survey Was Filled Out 

(Experimental Mail Survey)  
 

　Time spent answering questionnaire

1.15 minutes or less  14.7%
2.16-30 minutes 44.9
3.31-45 minutes 17.2
4.46-60 minutes 12.8
5.61-75 minutes 3.6
6.76-90 minutes 1.8
7.91 minutes or more 2.0
8.Don't know, no answer 3.0

*This question was also included in the 2008 experimental mail survey
Who filled out the questionnaire?
Q.2 Who filled out this questionnaire? (Circle one only)

1.I (survey addressee) wrote down my own opinions  92.3%
4.4

3.Other (describe) 0.4
4.Don't know, no answer 2.9

Consultation with family or other persons, questions about which you consulted

1.Yes 8.1%
“ Please write down the numbers of the questions for which you did this (omit)”

2.No 89.5
3.Don't know, no answer 2.3

Filling out the questionnaire (Did you concentrate on doing just that?) 
Q.4 What were you doing as you filled out the questionnaire? (Circle all that apply)

63.5%

24.1

3.I filled out the questionnaire over several sessions 12.3
4.Don't know, no answer 3.0

2.Someone else wrote down my opinions

Q.1 Based on the time you started and ended completing the questionnaire, how long did it take you
     to answer? Choose one answer from among those below. If you completed the questionnaire
     over two or　more sessions, choose the total amount of time spent.  (Circle one only)

1.I filled out the questionnaire, not watching TV or talking to
  family members while I was doing so
2.I filled out the questionnaire while doing something else, e.g.
  watching TV, talking to family members, etc.

Q.3 When you filled out the questionnaire, did you consult anyone? (Circle one only)

” If you don't mind, please give the reason for this (omit)”

 
 

Figure 8. Format for Entering Survey Start and Finish Times 
 

For noon, enter “12 p.m.” For midnight, enter “12 a.m.”

　   　　 　　　　 month/day  　　     　　　　a.m. p.m.

 
 

Receiving and Checking Responses 
The date of receipt of the returned questionnaires was recorded at NHK, and the 
returned questionnaires were checked as follows. 
(1) A checklist of serial numbers was created, against which serial numbers for 

individual questionnaires were checked and date of receipt recorded. When 
respondents got in touch to inform NHK that they could not fill out the 
questionnaire due to illness or other reasons, this information and the reason for 
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inability to complete the questionnaire were noted on the checklist. 
(2) The serial numbers of the returned questionnaires were noted so that those 

individuals in the sample would not be sent a reminder. 
(3) In the early stages of checking questionnaires, a problem with Question 19 was 

discovered: numerous respondents had given multiple answers although this was a 
single-answer question. The answers were left as they were, and data was entered in 
the same way as for multiple-answer responses. 

(4) Reasons for invalid responses were determined by NHK through the checking 
procedure. 

 
 The chief reason for invalid questionnaires was because the questionnaire was not 
returned. Others reasons include questionnaires returned by the post office due to the 
addressee having moved and left no forwarding address, cases when the respondent or a 
family member contacted NHK to decline to answer the survey or participate by reason 
of illness, cases of proxy responses or returned questionnaires on which the gender 
and/or age of the respondent did not match the information given in the original sample 
list. These invalid questionnaires were grouped accordingly under the respective 
categories (“not returned,” “change of address,” “refusal,” “illness,” etc.). 
 
Inputting and Processing 
To study the impact on the survey findings if the data from all responses were input, we 
input all the data provided even in the case of responses deemed invalid by reason of 
proxy response or mismatch with the sample individual’s gender and age. 
 For returned questionnaires with errors in the gender or year of birth provided, or 
where this information was not provided, the data was entered as was (with the missing 
answers left blank). Gender and age group as shown on the original sample list were 
also entered in the data, allowing mismatches to be identified. 
 

 
II. WHAT CONSTITUTES VALIDITY IN A MAIL SURVEY? 

 
In general, where surveys are concerned, it is not possible to reflect the answers from all 
questionnaires retrieved in survey findings. Only responses provided correctly by 
respondents selected through random sampling are deemed valid and put into data form; 
this is the information that constitutes survey findings. 
 Since no interviewer supervised the responses, the returned mail survey 



  14 
 

questionnaires included some that were filled out incorrectly, such as containing 
comments written by someone other than the respondent, giving the respondent’s 
opinion as written in by a family member, and so forth. 
 This raises the question of how to define validity for mail surveys and determine the 
validity of the filled-out questionnaires. In the 2008 survey, once the survey had been 
completed, respondents were sent a postcard asking who had filled out the questionnaire. 
Their response on the postcard made it possible to tell whether the questionnaire had 
been filled out by a family member, but could not pinpoint whether the opinions 
expressed in the response were those of the respondent or of the family member.7  
 To collect more detailed information, extra questions were added after the main 
questions in the 2010 survey. One of those questions was asked to determine whether 
the questionnaire had actually been filled out by the selected respondent and whether 
the opinions expressed therein were his or her own, as will be discussed later.  
 This section of the paper will examine how often someone other than the respondent 
may be involved, based mainly on the 2010 experimental mail survey, and explore the 
definition of validity in the case of mail surveys. 
 
Mail Surveys and the Definition of Validity 
In the case of self-administered mail surveys, if only those questionnaires that were 
filled out by the selected individual him- or herself were considered valid, then all of the 
following cases would be considered invalid. 
(1) No completed questionnaire retrieved 
 When no answers are given, the returned questionnaire was considered invalid. 
(2) Answers not those of the sample individual (proxy respondent) 
 When responses are not provided by the respondent but are proxy responses, such 

filled-in questionnaires would ordinarily be treated as invalid. But it may be 
difficult to tell whether the responses were those of the respondent or not. For 
drop-off/pick-up surveys, which are also self-administered, surveys containing 
proxy responses are treated as invalid. Proxy responses in drop-off/pick-up surveys 
are often detected from the following: 

 • When the respondent reveals that the returned questionnaire contains proxy 

                                                   
7 Postcard questionnaires were sent to the 859 respondents whose survey responses had been retrieved 
(including those whose responses were later judged invalid), and valid responses were received from 562 
people (65.4 percent). Asked who had filled out the survey questionnaires, 91 percent replied that they 
had done so themselves—“no proxy fill-ins”—4 percent said that “someone else filled in part of the 
questionnaire,” and 5 percent that “someone else filled in the whole questionnaire.” Respondents were 
also asked whether they had consulted anyone about the answers. For more details, see the Chosa Hoshiki 
Hikaku Purojekuto (2010). 
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responses (in the comment section, etc.) 
 • When the gender and age given by the respondent do not match the gender and 

age information copied from the Basic Register when the sample was compiled. In 
this case, it is not necessary for the information to match exactly; standards such as 
that the age be within 5 years of the stated age or within the same age group can be 
set, allowing the surveyor to determine whether the response contains items entered 
by proxy. NHK does not have a uniform, across-the-board standard, but establishes 
criteria for each individual survey. 

(3) Questionnaire filled in by someone other than the sample individual (proxy fill-in) 
 In the case of proxy fill-in, the responses may be the respondents’ own, but the 

response will be considered invalid because the questionnaire is supposed to be 
self-administered. Involvement of family members or other individuals can also 
bias answers. 

  The self-administered questionnaire method is, from the outset, unsuitable for 
people with vision problems or other disabilities, as they will be unable to complete 
the survey themselves. Treating such individuals’ answers as invalid would mean 
excluding certain segments of the population from surveys. In other words, in 
self-administered surveys proxy fill-ins are inevitable in some cases and such 
questionnaires should be considered valid. Unavoidably, however, there may be 
some surveyed individuals who, under similar circumstances, have no one to help 
them fill in the questionnaire and are excluded from the survey. If “proxy fill-ins” 
are considered valid, on the other hand, another difficulty arises in attempting to 
distinguish them from “proxy responses.”  

(4) The respondent consults reference works or sources, or solicits the opinions of 
others 

 Examples of “consultation” often occur for certain questions. This should not 
necessarily render the response invalid, but measures should be taken to prevent 
this in compiling the survey materials and questionnaires. In fact-finding surveys, 
when respondents consult in order to better answer survey questions, examples of 
consultation can actually be helpful. But bias can emerge if some respondents have 
someone to consult with and others do not. 

 
Breakdown of Reasons for Invalidity 
Figure 9 shows the breakdown of the reasons for invalid responses in the experimental 
mail surveys. Proxy fill-ins and consultation were treated as valid in this case. 
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Figure 9. Reasons for Invalid Responses in the 2010 Experimental Mail Survey 
Reason Number %

Total 1,800 100.0
Not returned 500 27.8
Moved/no forwarding address 10 0.6
Refused 3 0.2
Illness 11 0.6
Blank 3 0.2
Not answered correctly 0 0.0
Sex/age mismatch 29 1.6
Proxy response 26 1.4
Other 3 0.2
Valid 1,215 67.5  

(Reference) Reasons for Invalid Responses in the 2008 Experimental Mail Survey 
Reason Number %

Total 1,200 100.0
Not returned 303 25.3
Moved/no forwarding address 12 1.0
Refused 3 0.3
Not answered correctly 6 0.5
Proxy response 51 4.3
Other 3 0.3
Valid 822 68.5  

 
 Returned questionnaires considered invalid were grouped as follows: 
(1) Preliminary request cards and survey questionnaires sent out were returned by the 

post office due to the individual having moved or left no forwarding address. These 
were classified under “change of address” and “left no forwarding address,” 
respectively. There were cases where mail sent later did reach addressees and valid 
responses were obtained even though the initial correspondence was returned. 
Although the preliminary request card may have been returned, it is probably best 
to continue sending reminders and other correspondence. 

(2) Some questionnaires returned without having been filled in were classified under 
“refusal” or “illness” according to information provided by the respondent or 
his/her family by telephone or other means. 

(3) In the 2010 experimental mail survey, “proxy response” and “gender/age 
mismatch”—usually both classified as “proxy response”—were grouped under 
these two categories for analysis. For proxy response, under Additional Question 2 
asking who filled out the questionnaire (Figure 7), the response categories provided 
were “I (survey addressee) wrote down my own opinions,” “Someone else wrote 
down my opinions (provide reason why)” and “other (provide details).” If the 
details provided in “other” indicated that proxy responses had been provided, the 
questionnaire was grouped under “proxy response.” The same was done if 
information in the “comments” section or in the margins of the questionnaire 
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indicated a proxy response. 
(4) For “gender/age mismatch,” after grouping for proxy response according to the free 

comments in Question 2, gender and birth year information copied from the Basic 
Resident Register on the sample list were checked against the gender and year of 
birth entered on the returned questionnaire. Responses with a different gender 
entered, or where there was more than five years’ difference with the age appearing 
on the sample list, were classified as invalid due to gender/age mismatch. When the 
gender and birth year information was missing, the response was treated as valid. In 
the case of the 26 responses identified as cases of proxy response, 21 showed a 
gender/age mismatch, indicating that in most cases proxy response can be identified 
by comparing gender and year of birth entered on the returned questionnaire against 
the information for the sample list. 

In the 2008 experimental survey, responses were checked by the research company 
commissioned to handle the survey, who were also asked to group the responses by 
reason for invalidity. The response rate was 68.5 percent, and 4.3 percent of responses 
were invalid due to proxy response. Cases of proxy response were identified mainly by 
checking the information entered on the questionnaire against the gender and birth year 
information in the sample list. 
 
Reasons for “Proxy Response,” “Proxy Fill-in,” and “Consultation”  
Next we examine the conditions under which “proxy response,” “proxy fill-in” and 
“consultation” occurred, based on information in the free comment section of the 
additional questions. 
 
Proxy response 
In the Additional Question to ascertain who had actually filled in the questionnaire, 
most of the responses identified as “proxy response” showed gender/age mismatches. 
Confirming the respondent by means of gender and age can sometimes be difficult, as 
some respondents misunderstand or intentionally enter a different year of birth. In this 
study, there were gender/age discrepancies for 76 people, and of them, the 
questionnaires returned by 50 people (of whom 21 were confirmed to have responded 
by proxy) were judged invalid, while those of the remaining 26 were judged valid. An 
additional 12 respondents had failed to enter gender or year of birth, and these responses 
were judged valid. 

Since errors may occur when information on gender, year of birth, etc. is entered on 
the sample list, there may be instances where a questionnaire is judged invalid even 
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though the respondent him/herself filled it out, or the reverse, when a questionnaire is 
determined to be valid even though someone else filled it out. This verification method 
also cannot weed out questionnaires filled out by “imposters.” 
 Figure 10, listing the free comments concerning proxy response, shows that proxy 
response was prevalent for male respondents and that questionnaires were frequently 
filled out by wives or other family members. 
 In the 2010 survey, the decision as to whether “proxy response” took place was based 
on respondents’ answers to the additional questions as well as what they said in the free 
comment box. Such responses could, however, be grouped under “proxy fill-in,” 
depending on how survey respondents understood the question or on decisions by staff 
checking the returned questionnaires. 
 

Figure 10. Free Comments Concerning Proxy Response (Information from in Q. 2)  
 

No. Resp. Gender Proxy resp.
sex

Resp. age Proxy resp.
age

Sex/age
matching Information provided in Q. 2

1 M F 27 31 No Addressed to husband but he refused as filling out
questionnaire was a bother; wife did it for him

2 M F 31 26 No Addressee's wife responded
3 M F 33 34 No Busy with work
4 M F 35 37 No Wife acted as proxy
5 M F 35 36 No Wife
6 M F 44 - No Away on business so wife filled out
7 M F 46 46 No Wife filled out with her own opinions
8 M F 47 44 No Wife filled it out, gave her opinions and subjective
9 M F 49 50 No Filled out by wife, not respondent himself

10 M F 51 52 No Filled out by family member other than me
11 M F 58 59 No (Spouse)
12 M F 61 56 No Wife
13 M F 69 64 No Wife

14 M F 71 67 No Addressee in ill health so another person's opinions
were given

15 M F 77 42 No Because addressee is in hospital
16 M F 77 75 No Respondent not interested in surveys
17 M F 42 40 No Family answered in stead of legal householder

18 M M 25 25 Yes Respondent unable to write so questionnaire filled in by
someone else

19 M M 37 37 Yes In hospital
20 M M 25 57 No Respondent too busy to fill out so parent did so instead

21 M M 44 72 No Respondent not interested so parent filled it out after
obtaining his permission

22 M M 79 58 No In hospital
23 F F 63 63 Yes Respondent is never home
24 F F 80 80 Yes Because mother is bedridden

25 F F 96 96 Yes Filled out for respondent because she is very old and
can't answer. Answered guessing how she would

26 F F 58 38 No Questionnaire addressed to mother but she is not here
now so I filled it out in her stead

27 F F 93 61 No Addressed to my mother-in-law but she is 94, so I
filled it out as her proxy, according to my own thinking

28 F M 49 54 No Respondent is not interested in filling it out so I filled it
out instead

Figure 10. Free Comments Concerning Proxy Response (Information from in Q. 2)
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Proxy fill-in 
In the 2010 survey, proxy fill-in (opinions are the respondent’s own, but the 
questionnaire was filled in by family or others) returned questionnaires were counted as 
valid (48 persons). 

 
Figure 11. Free Comments Concerning Proxy Fill-in (Information from in Q. 2) 

 
No. Resp. sex Resp.age Proxy fill-in
1 M 28 Because he was away for work
2 M 34 Because of respondent's poor eyesight
3 M 35 It seemed like a bother to him, so wife filled it out
4 M 36 Couple filled it out together
5 M 51 I have a visual disability, so my mother filled it out 
6 M 51 Busy with work; no time to fill out
7 M 56 Self *1
8 M 59 Proxy for my father
9 M 60 Because I have a visual disability
10 M 61 Because my hand is slightly disabled
11 M 61 Because it's a bother
12 M 63 Because it's hard for me to write
13 M 64 Because of poor eyesight
14 M 65 Because it's a bother
15 M 70 I asked my wife (to do it)
16 M 77 Because it's hard for me to read and write
17 M 79 Because small print is hard to read

18 M 84 I'm not well, so I filled it out, consulting with my wife. I'm unable to take part in
any more surveys. Please excuse me.

19 M 87 Due to old age
20 F 29 Because my child started fussing as I was filling it out
21 F 30 Because I'm busy; I don't have time
22 F 32 Because I have eye problems
23 F 61 Because the print is hard to read
24 F 74 Because of poor vision
25 F 75 Because trying to read is a bother
26 F 77 Because the questions are hard to understand
27 F 77 Because I'm old *2
28 F 78 Because it goes faster if someone else reads and explains the questions
29 F 80 Due to old age → my daughter filled it out
30 F 80 I'm elderly and have no vision in one eye, so my daughter filled it out for me
31 F 81 Because my eyesight is poor
32 F 84 Because I'm in poor health and virtually bedridden
33 F 84 I have vision problems and it's hard for me to read, so I had my child help me
34 F 86 I have a disability involving my hand

35 F 88 Dementia. Reading the print was hard for me, and I asked a family member to fill it
out for me

36 F 89 Because my vision has gotten poor and my hands shake, so I'm no longer able to
write

37 F 89 Because (she has) a disability, and (she's) getting senile
38 F 92 Due to old age
39 F 95 Because (she) often can't understand what the written text means
40 F 97 Due to old age (age entered was 86)

*1. No. 7 – Q. 2 was “No answer,” but “2” was entered (this questionnaire may have been judged to be a proxy fill-
in, since “self” was written in the free comment box)
*2. No. 17 – Responded multiple answers “2” and “3” to Q.2; “3” was entered.  
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Figure 11 shows the free comments concerning proxy fill-in. Many of the cases of 
questionnaire fill-in by proxy respondents were on behalf of elderly persons, and 
individuals other than elderly persons gave vision problems or physical condition as the 
reasons for the proxy fill-in. When vision problems are the issue, it may be possible to 
improve the situation by revising the questionnaire layout or enlarging print size. This is 
an issue that requires future study. 

 
Consultation 
As shown in Figure 12, more women than men report consultation, and by gender and 
age segment, this was widely reported among women aged 16 to 39 and women over 
60. 
 

Figure12．Did the Respondent Consult Someone? 
 

Male Female
Male
16-39

Male
40-59

Male
60+

Female
16-39

Female
40-59

Female
60+

Yes 8.1 5.8 9.9 5.9 5.5 6.1 11.9 6.0 11.7
No 89.5 91.3 88.2 92.9 92.1 89.4 87.2 93.6 84.2
No answer 2.3 2.8 1.9 1.2 2.4 4.5 0.9 0.5 4.0

n 1,215 531 684 169 164 198 219 218 247

Overall
Sex Sex and Age Group

 
 

 In the breakdown of questions about which respondents consulted others, some said 
“all,” but consultation was especially common for Question 30 (“No. of commercial TV 
channels”) and Question 31 (“No. of electric appliances owned”). While respondents 
should not consult family members regarding questions on subjective matters, the 
questions here concern actual conditions within the family and the probability of 
obtaining correct answers increases if family members are consulted. The questions are 
ones for which bias resulting from respondents’ attributes can easily come into play, but 
this bias can be reduced by including instructions for questions regarding which the 
respondent may consult family members. Bias does remain, however, if the respondent 
is not living with his/her family. 
 
Definition of Validity and Response rate 
In mail surveys, the survey’s response rate can differ depending on how validity is 
defined, as well as on how much information about respondents’ fill-in behaviors can be 
obtained by checking returned questionnaires. 
 The response rate is highest when the responses of all returned questionnaires are 
treated as valid, and lowest when validity requires that the respondent personally fill out 
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the questionnaire according to the prescribed method and provide only his/her own 
answers. 
 The response rate is examined here based on criteria A to E below that reflect 
differences in whether the questionnaire had been answered personally by the 
respondent, whether the correct method had been followed, whether the respondent had 
consulted anyone about answers, and so forth. 
 
A: Questionnaire returned 
 The number of persons returning questionnaires, excluding questionnaires returned 

blank. 
B: Judged valid (responses judged valid this time) 
 Excludes responses deemed invalid due to proxy response or gender/age mismatch. 

Questionnaires judged to have been filled out by proxy based on the information in 
the free comment box provided in Additional Question 2 or the box for comments 
on the last page of the questionnaire were first grouped as proxy response and 
declared invalid. Later, questionnaires returned with responses for gender and age 
not matching the sample list were declared invalid. Questionnaires returned with 
the gender and age boxes left blank were judged valid. In ordinary surveys, 
gender/age mismatch is the first parameter used to decide whether proxy response 
has occurred. By that yardstick, 50 people (2.8 percent) used proxy response.  

C: Opinions definitely those of respondents (gender/age mismatches and blank 
questionnaires excluded) 

 Excludes responses that, when gender and age were checked against the sample list, 
were judged valid even though there was a mismatch or when this information had 
not been provided. 

D: Questionnaire definitely filled out by respondent  
 Excludes responses with the answer “family member wrote in respondent’s 

opinion,” “other” or “no answer” in Additional Question 2.   
E. No consultation 

Excludes responses with the answer “I consulted someone” in Additional Question 
3. 
 

Figure 13 shows the flow from A to E. Depending on the definition of validity, the 
response rate ranges from 56.3 percent to 70.6 percent. 
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Figure13．Definition of "Response Rate " and Number of Response(Ratio) 
 

Questionnaires mailed: All people surveyed
1,800 persons (100.0%)

E: No consultation
1,013 persons (56.3%)

Not returned, invalid
(Not returned, refusal, blank)

Proxy response
26 persons (1.4%)
Of these, sex/age       
mismatch
21 persons (1.2%)

Sex/age mismatch
(Judged valid)
26 persons (1.4%)

Proxy fill-in
(Respondent’s opinions    
entered by someone 
else)
48 persons (2.7%)

Sex/age mismatch
(Judged invalid)
29 persons (1.6%)

Sex/age left blank
12 persons (0.7%)

Person filling out   
questionnaire unknown
(Other, no answer)
37 persons (2.1%)

Consultation occurred 
(78 persons)
No answer (1 person)
79 persons (4.4%)

C: Opinions definitely 
those of  respondent

1,177 persons (65.4%)

B: Judged valid
1,215 persons (67.5%)

D: Definitely filled in by  
respondent
1,092 persons (60.6%)

A: Questionnaire returned
1,270 persons (70.6%)

Invalid

Valid

The number of cases of A to E was calculated based on three variables: sex/age entered and 
matching; Q. 2 Person filling out questionnaire; Q.3 Did you consult anyone about answers?

 
 

Summary of the Definition of Validity in Mail Surveys 
The definition of validity in a mail survey assumes that the respondent’s answers are his 
or her own and that the questionnaire was personally filled out by the respondent. But 
overly rigorous insistence that the respondent him/herself fill out the questionnaire 
raises the possibility that certain individuals, for example, those with vision problems 
unable to fill out the questionnaire themselves, may be excluded from the survey 
population, leading to coverage errors. Responses by proxy fill-in, whereby the 
respondent’s own answers are entered on the questionnaire by someone else, should be 
accepted as producing a valid response. 
 Basically, approaches or methods allowing researchers to confirm that the 
information written on the questionnaire is the respondent’s opinion would determine its 
validity. In other words, the definition of validity would be determined by what criteria 
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are used for judging proxy response and by how ambiguous cases are handled. One 
commonly employed method is for researchers to decide whether a respondent gave the 
correct gender and age, within an established margin of error, when the gender and age 
filled in on the questionnaire do not match the information on the sample list. 
Guidelines for decision-making for these types of cases need to be established. 
 Other methods include wording the initial communication (preliminary request card, 
etc.) to make the recipient clearly aware that he or she should fill out the questionnaire 
personally, or tweaking the survey design to ensure greater accuracy in determining 
whether the answers were actually those of the recipient by asking confirmatory 
questions and so forth. 
 The issue involved with proxy fill-in and consultation is bias due to measurement 
errors. In face-to-face interviews, asking questions through the intermediary of the 
interviewer sometimes affects the answers; answers may be similarly influenced due to 
proxy fill-in or consultation. Instructions for filling out the questionnaire should 
probably emphasize that the respondent should state his/her own opinions and avoid 
consulting others. The questionnaire layout and size of the printed text should also be 
carefully thought out to make it easy for most people to fill out the questionnaire. 
 For questions asked about actual conditions, consultation is sometimes helpful for 
obtaining more accurate answers. In such cases, it may be a good idea to add to the 
question, “To answer this question, you may consult someone you know,” although this 
does not rule out possible bias for respondents who happen to have no one to consult.  
 
 

III. CONDITIONS UNDER WHICH THE MAIL SURVEY WAS FILLED OUT 
 
What are the conditions under which respondents complete a mail survey questionnaire? 
According to the Chosa Hoshiki Hikaku Purojekuto (2010), in the 2008 experimental 
mail survey respondents filled out questionnaires in their own chosen time, apportioning 
time to the task as they saw fit. They also often worked on their questionnaire in the 
presence of their families and sometimes had a family member read out the questions or 
write in the responses, and/or responded to questions while consulting with family 
members. 
 In a mail survey, no interviewer is present to supervise, and therefore it is important 
to grasp the conditions under which questionnaires are handled. When a high degree of 
liberty afforded to respondents in filling out their questionnaires can have an impact on 
their answers, some way must be worked out in survey materials, etc. to deal with that 
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problem. A better understanding of respondents’ fill-in behaviors can also help identify 
questions appropriate to a mail survey and those that are not. 
 Here in this section let us examine conditions under which respondents in the 2010 
experimental mail survey completed their questionnaires. 
 
Speed of Completion and Return 
Figure 14, which records by the day the numbers of questionnaires begun, completed, 
and returned to NHK, shows that many respondents began and filled out their  
 

Figure14. Changes in Questionnaires Started, Completed, and collected 
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questionnaires immediately after receiving them. Sixty percent of the respondents who 
provided valid responses completed the questionnaire in the first week. The number of 
completed questionnaires also rises slightly after reminders are received. 
 Responses began arriving in sizable numbers from Day 5 onward, partly because no 
mail is being received at NHK on Day 3 and Day 4, which are a Saturday and Sunday. 
The number of responses received is the largest on Day 6 and is very low the second 
day before the deadline. It increases again after respondents receive the first reminder. 
 A similar trend was observed in 2008, but perhaps because the deadline was earlier, 
the largest number of responses in that survey was received on Day 5, and responses 
continued to be received, although in gradually declining numbers, until two days after 
the deadline. Possibly because the deadline indicated in both the first and second 
reminders was the same, and perhaps also because the deadline was set for two weeks 
after the first reminder, despite the reminder the number of responses received did not 
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increase markedly and only increased slightly on the deadline day. 
 This information about the two surveys reveals that quite a few respondents set the 
questionnaire aside for a while after completing it and only mailed it after remembering 
the deadline or being reminded about it. Figure 15 shows the number of days elapsed 
between the time questionnaires were completed and when they were received by NHK. 
Although eight out of ten responses were returned within one week, nearly two out of 
ten took more than one week to arrive. 
 

Figure15. Time Elapsed between Completing Questionnaire and Collection by NHK 
 

 
Figure 16 shows the arrival rate for each age segment, by weeks ending on Fridays 

(the denominator is all those surveyed, including those whose responses were invalid). 
Day 9 is the Friday of the week following the day on which the questionnaire responses 
were mailed, Day 16 is the deadline for the first questionnaires sent out, and Day 23 is 
two days after the deadline set in the first reminder. Six out of ten responses were 
receivedby Day 16, both from men and women in their 60s and over. The younger the 
respondents, the fewer returned their responses early; more were returned from them 
later in the period, which shows that more time is needed for obtaining responses from 
younger age groups. 

 
Figure16. Ratio of Response Return by Time Elapsed(Gender and Age) 
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Time of Day for Filling Out the Questionnaire 
As Figure 17 shows, generally 5 percent or more of respondents filled out the 
questionnaire in each time band between 9 a.m. and 10 p.m. The percentage dropped 
slightly around noon and increased a bit in the 8 p.m. and 9 p.m. time bands; the 
differences were slight but were recorded. 
 
 Figure17．Time of Questionnaire Started and Completed in 2010 Experimental 

Mail Survey 
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 Separately from time for starting/finishing work on the questionnaire, respondents 
were asked how long it took them to fill out the questionnaire. As shown in Figure 18, 
whereas 15 percent reported completing the questionnaire in 15 minutes or less, slightly 
fewer than 10 percent said it took them more than one hour. Time needed to complete 
the questionnaire was shorter among younger men and women, and longer among older 
age segments. 
 
Figure18．Time Needed to Fill Out Questionnaire in the 2010 Experimental Mail 

Survey (Gender and Age) 
 

16-39 yrs 40-59 yrs 60 and over 16-39 yrs 40-59 yrs 60 and over
15 min or less 15 25 14 14 24 22 2 11
16-30 min 45 53 51 51 53 51 32 68
31-45 min 17 11 15 15 13 16 21 17
46-60 min 13 8 12 12 7 7 23 2
61-75 min 4 2 2 2 1 2 9 0
76 min or more 4 1 2 2 1 1 9 0
No answer 3 1 2 2 1 1 5 1

n 1,215 169 164 164 219 218 247 1,046

Male face-to-face
interviewsTime required Total

Female
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 In the main survey (face-to-face interviews), some 80 percent of respondents 
completed the interview in 30 minutes or less, slightly fewer than 20 percent took 31 to 
45 minutes, and only 2 percent took 46 minutes or more. But in the experimental mail 
survey, fully 20 percent took more than 46 minutes to complete the questionnaire. By 
age group, 30 percent of men aged 60 and over, and 40 percent of women aged 60 and 
over, took more than 46 minutes. Slightly fewer than 10 percent of both men and 
women in those age groups reported taking 76 minutes or more. In 13 cases, 
respondents mentioned in the box for comments at the end of the questionnaire that 
questions were very numerous, complained that for some of the questions none of the 
answers applied, and so forth. This implies that some people who took a long time to 
complete the questionnaire may have been uncertain how to answer a number of the 
questions and thus took a long time to finish. They may have found answering the 
questionnaire burdensome because it took so long. 
 The mail survey used the same questions and response categories as those for the 
face-to-face interviews, simply transposed into a self-administered format. In 
face-to-face interviews, the interviewer can control the pace of the interview and move 
on to the next question even if the respondent is at a loss to answer. In a mail survey, 
however, the time needed to complete the questionnaire may vary considerably, 
depending on the respondent’s personality and other factors. When planning a mail 
survey, the survey should be designed to minimize the burden as much as possible by 
giving closer thought to the number of questions and the accompanying response 
categories for the questions than for face-to-face interview surveys. 
 
Did Respondents Fill Out the Questionnaire in More than One Session? 
One wonders whether respondents completed the questionnaire all at once, or whether 
they did so piecemeal in short sessions. 
 Examining respondents’ answers to the questions on fill-in behavior following the 
main survey questions, 12 percent of respondents reported answering the questionnaire 
in more than one session. By time needed to fill out the questionnaire as shown in 
Figure 19, of the 102 respondents who took longer than 61 minutes, 36 percent said they 
had worked on the questionnaire in two or more sessions. By age group, 9 percent for 
the 16 to 39 age group, 10 percent for those aged 40 to 59, and 17 percent for those 60 
and over answered the questionnaire in two or more sessions, which shows more 
respondents in the older age groups answered that way. The difference among age 
groups was not substantial. 
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Figure19. Respondents Who Filled Out Questionnaire in More than One Session 
(by Time Required) 
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 In order to ensure that questionnaires are completed, mail survey respondents are 
allowed to fill out questionnaires over a certain time period, but responses may differ 
between questionnaires filled out all at once and those filled out in sessions, depending 
on the order in which questions are presented. Researchers have no control over 
circumstances leading some respondents to fill out a questionnaire over an extended 
period of time but should structure the questionnaire so that respondents do not feel it is 
so burdensome that they need to take repeated breaks when filling it out. 
 
Filling Out the Questionnaire While Doing Something Else 
What were respondents doing when they filled out the questionnaire? In the free 
comment box in the follow-up postcards sent to the 2008 experimental mail survey 
respondents, some people indicated that they focused on the questionnaire, saying “I 
devoted my full attention to answering the questionnaire” or “I put a lot of time into 
filling out the questionnaire.” But others described filling the questionnaire out with 
their families—“There were a lot of questions, so my daughter read them out and I 
answered” or “(I chose answers) as my wife read the questions aloud”—or said that 
family members had helped the elderly—“my father/mother is old, so I read out each 
question.” From these comments it can be inferred that respondents answered the 
questionnaire while doing something else at the same time, such as relaxing with their 
families. 
 In the 2010 experimental mail survey, questions were included after the main survey 
questions to determine how often this was the case—“Did you concentrate only on the 
questionnaire while you were filling it out?” and “Were you watching TV or chatting 
with the family while you were filling it out?” Sixty-four percent of respondents said 
they “concentrated only on the questionnaire,” showing that most people devoted their 
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full attention to the task. But 24 percent, a not-insubstantial proportion, said that they 
were “watching TV or chatting with the family.” 
 
Consultation 
In the questions about conditions under which the survey was filled out, respondents 
were also asked whether they had consulted family members or others. Eight percent 
(104 persons) answered that they had. 
 Those who had consulted others on a large number of questions included three 
people who had consulted others on five or more questions, three people on most of the 
questions, and seven people on all the questions. Some respondents who had consulted 
others about most or all of the survey questions answered in the box for comments that 
“we worked on the questionnaire as a couple.” Those individuals had not understood 
that the questionnaire was asking for “your own opinion,” as noted on the cover page of 
the questionnaire and elsewhere. 
 Which individuals consulted others when filling out the survey questionnaire? By 
gender and age group, 6 percent of men in all age groups and 6 percent of women aged 
40 to 59 consulted someone, and this figure rises to 12 percent in the case of women 
aged 16 to 39 and 60 and over. Viewed on the basis of family size, 6 percent of 
respondents in two-person families, 8 percent in three-person families, and 11 percent in 
families of four or more members consulted someone. Of those who reported “doing 
something else, such as watching TV or chatting with the family, while filling out the 
questionnaire,” 14 percent consulted someone. Even among those who “concentrated on 
answering the questionnaire” 6 percent consulted someone. 
 In many cases, consultation appears to have been connected with question content. 
Going over the questions which respondents reported they had consulted someone about, 
38 of the 59 respondents who wrote down a specific question number named Question 
31, about electric appliances owned.8 There are also as many as 23 people who 
consulted someone else about Question 30, which asks about the number of accessible 
                                                   
8 The response categories for Question 31, which asked about electric appliances owned, were as 
follows: 
A. Please circle the applicable numbers for all of the following appliances owned by your household. 
1. Home video; 2. TV with a screen 25 inches or larger; 3. Rectangular TV; 4. CATV (TV equipped to 
receive multiple channels); 5. Personal computer or word processor; 6. Video game console; 7. TV 
equipped to receive broadcasts in on-screen text format; 8. TV equipped to receive satellite broadcasts; 9. 
TV equipped to receive high-definition broadcasts; 10. CD player; 11. None of these. 
B. What about the following items? Please circle all of the applicable numbers: 
1. MD player; 2. DVD player; 3. HDD (hard disk recorder); 4. Mobile phone or PHS; 5. PDA (personal 
digital assistant); 6. TV equipped to receive CS digital broadcasts; 7. Flat screen TV (LCD or plasma 
display); 8. Digital camera; 9. Video camera; 10. In-auto TV (car navigation system, etc.); 11. Device for 
viewing one-segment broadcasts; 12. None of these. 
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commercial television channels. These two questions are of the type that make people 
want to answer with correct numbers. Some people, even if they did not consult family 
members, were likely to have actually checked the number of accessible channels or 
electric appliances on their own. Consultation, therefore, is an advantage because it 
ensures higher accuracy. 
 In addition to questions concerning actual conditions in the household, other 
questions respondents were likely to consult someone about asked about knowledge. 
But the point of asking knowledge-related questions is to measure how many 
respondents know about the topic in question and how differences in their knowledge 
relate to other questions. Thus, for knowledge-related questions, consulting someone or 
looking things up results in biased data, so this type of question is unsuitable for 
self-administered questionnaires. If it is necessary to include such questions in a mail 
survey, respondents could be told why the questions are being asked and instructed not 
to look anything up. Such instructions, however, could have the unpleasant effect of 
making them feel they are being tested. 
 Four respondents also consulted about Question 11, which asks them to choose from 
items A to E the answer closest to what they feel about the impact of television, and two 
each consulted about Question 12, asking how they evaluate recent TV programs aired 
on NHK or commercial stations, and about Question 13, which inquires about their 
overall satisfaction with television now. In these questions, which were asking for 
personal opinions, some respondents may have consulted others because they had 
arbitrarily decided it would be useful to include the opinions of persons other than 
themselves in their answer. 
 Only a few respondents consulted someone else about most or all survey questions. 
While effort should be made to solicit the respondent’s own opinions, some margin of 
error may be unavoidable in self-administered questionnaires. 
 
Sending a Fresh Questionnaire with the Second Reminder 
As in the 2008 experimental mail survey, the 2010 experimental mail survey sent 
respondents a second reminder along with a fresh questionnaire form printed on a 
different color of paper. 
 In the 2010 survey, the deadline set by the first reminder was Day 21 (a Wednesday) 
after the initial questionnaires had been mailed. The second reminder (with a fresh 
questionnaire form) was mailed on Day 22, a Thursday. One hundred and twenty five 
questionnaire responses arrived on Day 26, a Monday, or later. Out of that number, 38 
(30 percent) were the first questionnaire mailed and 87 (70 percent) were the second 
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questionnaire sent with the reminder. 
 Ten respondents sent both questionnaires; in those cases, the information given in the 
first questionnaire response was input and processed. Because the questionnaires were 
printed on different-colored paper, some recipients may not have realized that their 
content was identical, but others provided exactly the same responses on both 
questionnaires and returned them together in the same envelope, or dropped both in the 
mail almost simultaneously. In the box for comments at the end of the questionnaire, 
some people even said, “I don’t know why two questionnaires were sent.” These 
occurrences point to the need for clearer information to respondents when the second 
questionnaire is sent. 
 
Blank Pages, Errors 
In the 2008 survey, certain facing pages had been left blank in 3 to 5 percent of the 
responses. These pages contained questions about religious practices or premarital sex 
which participants may have been unwilling to answer, or questions they may have felt 
uncomfortable answering, or questions that seemed complicated to answer concerning 
the respondent’s occupation or the main wage earner’s occupation (when respondents 
were housewives). The researchers initially were concerned that these pages might have 
been skipped over unconsciously, but the omission appeared to have been deliberate. 
 In the 2010 survey, an examination of single pages shows that less than 1 percent 
was left blank for all pages for the main questions. Only page 14, which asked about 
conditions under which the questionnaire had been filled out, was left blank by 2 
percent of respondents. That page contained mainly additional questions, which some 
respondents may have judged were not useful and skipped. The vertical two-column 
layout, with questions following each other sequentially, may have prevented 
respondents from unconsciously skipping pages. 
 
Mail Survey Completion Findings 
An examination of the conditions under which respondents filled out questionnaires 
brings into focus the characteristics and issues of the self-administered mail survey 
method. 
(1) Respondents may not necessarily return completed questionnaires promptly. Some 

may keep them on hand for several days and only return them after receiving a 
reminder or remembering the deadline. 

(2) Some respondents, failing to understand correctly how the questionnaire should be 
answered, may enter opinions arrived at after consulting with family members, 
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rather than their personal opinions. 
(3) Some respondents answer the questions without thinking too deeply, but others take 

considerable time over each question and end up feeling that the survey is a burden. 
This points to the need to limit the number of survey questions somewhat. Even 
greater care should be taken for mail surveys than for surveys conducted by 
face-to-face interview, to design the questions and response categories so that they 
are easier to understand and answer. 

(4) Since no interviewer is present, one advantage of the mail survey format is that it 
makes it easier to ask difficult questions and draw out respondents’ true opinions. 
Some respondents may avoid such questions and refuse to answer them. 

 To ensure that respondents will answer the questionnaire correctly, the survey 
schedule, survey materials and survey questionnaire should be created in accordance 
with the information thus obtained concerning conditions under which the questionnaire 
was filled out. 
 

IV. SURVEY SCHEDULE 
 
For both the 2008 and 2010 experimental mail surveys, those surveyed were sent a total 
of four mailings at most—the preliminary request card, the survey questionnaire, and 
two reminders—but according to different survey schedules. Discussion in this section 
will explore what kind of schedule is effective, based on the schedule differences and 
differences in retrieval status for the two surveys. 
 An effective survey schedule is one whereby retrieval is rapid and the final number 
of valid responses is high. One advantage of rapid retrieval is that no reminders need to 
be sent to respondents who have returned their filled-in questionnaires, saving postage 
and other costs. Another is that results can be processed and analyzed quickly. A large 
final number of valid responses increases the likelihood of more exact results. 
 
Valid Sample Rate and Early Retrieval 
The final response rate was 68.5 percent in 2008 and 67.5 percent in 2010—an 
insignificant difference between them. As Figure 20 shows, the cumulative arrival rate 
around the respective deadlines was similar for both surveys. The cumulative arrival 
rate was slightly less than 50 percent for the first deadline, and around 60 percent for the 
deadline set by the first reminder. This allows us to more or less estimate the response 
rate if no reminders had been sent out, as this only requires that only a few percentage 
be added to the total as of the deadline. 
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Figure20．Arrival of  Returned Questionnaire and Questionnaire Started and 
Completed(Cumulative Rate) 
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 Next, as far as retrieval speed is concerned, although the speed at which respondents 
completed their questionnaires did not differ that much, filled-in questionnaires arrived 
earlier in the 2008 survey. Differences in choosing dates for reminders and deadlines are 
most likely reflected in the differences in retrieval speed.9 

                                                   
9 In the 2008 experimental mail survey, postage stamps were affixed to the envelope for mailing survey 
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Fill Out Immediately after Receiving; Arrival Circumstances 
As Figure 20 shows, comparison of questionnaire returns and time for starting/finishing 
filling out the questionnaire (cumulative rate) yields the following information. 
 The cumulative start/finish rate (for start and for finish in filling out the 
questionnaire) is virtually identical between the two surveys during the first week. 
Beginning around the start of the second week, the rate was higher in 2008, but the rate 
for both surveys on the deadline date was the same. There are apparently at least two 
types of respondents: those who fill out the questionnaire immediately after receiving it, 
and those who fill it out just in time for the deadline. 
 As far as the cumulative arrival rate is concerned, the figure for filled-in 
questionnaires returned in the first three weeks differed somewhat between the two 
surveys; overall, more responses arrived later for the 2010 survey. Like the cumulative 
start/finish rate, the cumulative arrival rate on the dates around the deadline is very 
close together for the two surveys, and there were only slight differences in arrivals 
between the two surveys in the fourth week and beyond. This is probably because many 
respondents failed to return their completed questionnaires immediately but waited for 
the deadline instead. This had the effect of pushing back arrivals overall in the 2010 
survey, in which the deadline was set later. 
 Thus the cumulative start/finish rate was almost identical on the deadline date 
between 2008 and 2010 ( Deadline in Figure 21), even though the deadline date 
differed. Likewise, the cumulative arrival rate for both surveys was also almost identical 
for the first deadline ( Deadline), although this cannot be determined definitively since 
all mail arriving on the Saturday, Sunday, and Monday (which was a public holiday) 
was added together. 

Looking at the dates around the deadline specified in the first questionnaire ( 
Deadline), Figure 21 clearly shows that the cumulative start/finish rate between the two 
surveys is virtually identical. A look at the changes in the start/finish and arrival 
cumulative rate around the deadline points to the following effects. 
(1) The deadline effect 
 The cumulative start/finish rate rises steadily from two days prior to the deadline to 

the deadline date and is almost identical between both surveys. Therefore, it 
appears that a significant percentage of respondents fill out their questionnaires 
with an eye on the deadline; for these people a certain period allotted for 

                                                                                                                                                     
materials and the return envelope, but in 2010, postage was postpaid. It is possible that this may account 
for the somewhat lower response rate in 2010, compared to the 2008 survey, where postage stamps were 
used. 
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completion from the time the questionnaires are mailed out or a specific day of the 
week does not matter much. 

(2) The negative effect of setting a reminder day after the deadline 
 In 2008, the number of questionnaires started and completed did not increase after 

the deadline, presumably because respondents did not fill them out in the time 
between the deadline and the day the reminder, which had been sent out two days 
after the deadline, was received. Respondents most likely assumed that by the day 
of the deadline it was too late to complete their questionnaires.  

(3) The reminder effect 
 On the other hand, in 2010 the number of questionnaires started and completed 

even after the deadline increased. This is because the first reminder was mailed two 
days before the deadline, which made it effective, and also possibly because the 
reminder arrived at respondents’ addresses before the Saturday of that week. 

(4) The weekend effect 
 The first reminder in 2008 was sent out on the same day of the week as in the 2010 

survey, and the number of questionnaires started and completed on the weekend 
increased. In 2010, even though the days immediately before the deadline were 
weekdays, the number of questionnaires started and completed increased. 
Apparently in this case, the deadline effect is stronger than the weekend effect. 

 
Figure 21. Cumulative Rate around the First Deadline 

 

Day Start Finish Arrive Day Start Finish Arrive
2 days　before Sat 51% 52% Wed (reminder) 51% 52% 45%
1 day before Sun 53 55 Thu 53 54 47
Deadline Mon 54 56 47 Fri 54 56 49
1 day later Tue 54 56 51 Sat 55 57
2 days later Wed 54 56 53 Sun 56 58
3 days later Thu 54 56 54 Mon 57 59
4 days later Fri 55 57 55 Tue 57 59 53
5 days later Sat 56 58 Wed 58 59 57

Slanted lines represent weekends or holidays when no mail was processed.

20102008

 
 

 As points (1) to (4) above demonstrate, the deadline should be set early (about the 
same as in the 2008 survey) and reminders sent as early as possible around the deadline. 
If the deadline is set for a Monday, the reminder should be sent that Monday or the 
Friday of the preceding week. 
 Setting an earlier deadline helps prevent the persons surveyed from losing the 
questionnaire before they start filling it out; it also reduces the possibility that they will 
forget to mail it. 
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Setting the Date for the Deadline and the Reminders 
The above demonstrates that there are deadline and reminder effects, but in addition, as 
Figure 20 shows, it is important to bear the two following points in mind in order to 
take advantage of these effects. 
(1) Set different deadlines 
 In 2008, the number of questionnaires started and completed after the first reminder 

was sent only rose slowly but then shot up between the second reminder and the 
deadline. This is because the deadline date indicated in the first and second 
reminders was the same, and while the reminders were effective, there was quite a 
bit of time before the deadline, which may have weakened the effect of the first 
reminder. 

(2) Avoid leaving too much time between the reminder and the deadline 
 In 2010, the number of questionnaires started and completed after the first reminder 

grew steadily up to the indicated deadline, but only grew slowly after the second 
reminder. This was most likely due to allowing the overly long period of two weeks 
between mailing the second reminder and the deadline indicated in it. 

 
Impact of Local Postal Conditions 
Since postal conditions differ depending on the region, mail surveys should take this 
factor into account. 

In the 2010 survey, each of the four mailings was sent simultaneously to the whole 
sample, but looking at the rate at which respondents began filling out questionnaires by 
region (Figure 22), in Kanto 20 percent started on Thursday, the day after questionnaires 
were mailed, and then declined gradually. By contrast, no respondents living in the 
Chugoku region, or on Shikoku or Kyushu islands started filling out questionnaires on 
Thursday (Day 1), while 15 percent did so on Friday (Day 2) and 17 percent on 
Saturday (Day 3). 
 Figure 23, showing the first day respondents in the respective survey areas began 
filling out the questionnaire, examines the data in more detail. The differences shown 
were probably due to local postal conditions, meaning that questionnaires reached 
respondents on different days. For example, respondents in southern Kyushu began 
filling out the questionnaire on Saturday (Day 3), meaning the questionnaires had not 
reached them before that. 
 The weekend effect was noted above and the fact that many working people are at 
home on weekends means that it can be more effective if survey questionnaires reach 
recipients just in time for the weekend, when it is easier for them to fill out the 
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questionnaires. 
 To make sure that all questionnaires reach respondents by Saturday, they should be 
mailed by Wednesday at the latest. And if the schedule is further fine-tuned, 
questionnaires should probably be sent on different days depending on the region, so 
that they all reach respondents on the same day. 

 

 Figure22．Ratio of Questionnaires Started in Regional Areas (Denominator：
Valid Samples) 
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Figure 23. Day Questionnaires Started, by Region 
 
Day Questionnaires Started*

Thu (1st day)

Fri (2nd day)

Sat (3rd day)

* Refers to the earliest day on which respondents began answering questionnaires, by region. But for
   questionnaires noting that the date was Wednesday, March 3 (Day 0), the date was most likely an error
   made by respondents, and those questionnaires were deemed to have been started on the next earliest day.
** In Shiga Prefecture, Higashi-Omi city only. No survey areas in Wakayama or Shimane.

Chugoku (Shimane), Kyushu (parts of Fukuoka, Kumamoto, parts of Oita, Miyazaki, Kagoshima,
Okinawa)

Hokkaido, Tohoku (Aomori, Iwate, Akita, Yamagata), northern Kanto, Chubu (other than Aichi,
Shizuoka, Mie), Kinki (other than Kyoto city, Osaka city, Shiga), Chugoku (except Shimane),
Shikoku, Kyushu (parts of Fukuoka, Saga, Nagasaki, parts of Oita)

Tohoku (Miyagi, Fukushima), southern Kanto, Tokyo, Koshinetsu, Chubu (Aichi, Shizuoka, Mie),
Kinki (Kyoto city, Osaka city, Shiga)

Region**

 
 

Schedule for Preliminary Request Card 
Not too much time should be left between arrival of the preliminary request card and the 
survey questionnaire, as some people are likely to forget they have been asked to 
participate. Local postal conditions must also be taken into account. 
 Handling inquiries on weekends puts a burden on the survey organizers but if no one 
is available to answer inquiries, prospective respondents may lose the desire to 
participate. Therefore, the preliminary request card should be mailed the Saturday of the 
previous week so that they reach addressees on the Monday or Tuesday of the week the 
survey questionnaires will be sent out (as is done in the case of face-to-face interviews), 
and the questionnaires mailed on the Wednesday or Thursday. If inquiries can be 
handled over the weekend, mailing questionnaires on the Friday is also an option. 
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Model Schedule 
The above shows that mail survey scheduling should be planned based on the following 
five approaches. 

(1) Arrange for the first survey questionnaire to reach recipients before a Saturday. 
(2) As in the case of the 2008 survey, set the deadline for a Monday two weekends 

after the questionnaire reaches recipients. 
(3) The period between the reminder and the deadline indicated in it should not be 

too long, although common sense would indicate it is desirable to allow for one 
week’s time at least. 

(4) Make sure that the period between the reminder and the deadline indicated in it 
includes a weekend, when people have time to answer a questionnaire. 

(5) Send the reminder not too long after the deadline indicated in the previous 
communication mailed. 

 
 Based on these standards, a sample schedule is shown in Figure 24. 
•Sending preliminary request card: Saturday (4 days prior) 
 If staff are unavailable to answer inquiries on weekends, send this communication on a 

Saturday so that it reaches addressees the following Monday or later. If staff are 
available to field questions on weekends, send this communication on a Friday. 

• Sending survey questionnaire: Wednesdays p.m. (Day 0) 
 Send questionnaires so that they reach all survey areas by the Saturday of that week. 

Lately, mail sent in the morning may, if rarely, reach addressees the afternoon of the 
same day, so survey questionnaires should be mailed in the afternoon. 

• Deadline: Monday of the second week (Day 12) 
 Set the deadline to take advantage of the deadline effect and prompt respondents to 

return completed questionnaires early. Use the same schedule as for the 2008 survey. 
• Sending first reminder postcard: Monday of the second week (Day 12) 
 Arrange for the postcard to arrive before survey target gives up on filling out and 

returning the completed questionnaire. Take into consideration that this postcard might 
reach recipients who have already returned their questionnaires. 

• Deadline indicated in first reminder postcard: Monday of the third week (Day 19) 
 To discourage recipients from disposing of the questionnaire, the deadline should not 

be too long after the postcard is received. To boost the deadline effect, set a separate 
deadline.  

• Sending second reminder postcard (enclosed with questionnaire): Thursday of the 
third week (Day 22) 
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 To avoid making survey target feel pressured, send the postcard a little while after the 
deadline for the first reminder postcard. 

• Deadline indicated in second reminder postcard: Thursday of the fourth week (Day 29) 
  This deadline should be not too long after the postcard is received. 
• Final cutoff for accepting returned questionnaires: Thursday of the fifth week (Day 36) 
Almost no questionnaires are returned after the sixth week. 

 

Figure24．Model Schedule for Mail Survey 
 

Day Schedule Model Schedule 2008 Experimental Mail Survey 2010 Experimental Mail Survey
Sat -4 　Preliminary request card mailed 　Preliminary request card mailed 　Preliminary request card mailed
Sun -3
Mon -2
Tue -1
Wed 0 　●Survey Questionnaire  mailed 　●Survey Questionnaire mailed 　●Survey Questionnaire mailed
Thu 1
Fri 2
Sat 3
Sun 4
Mon 5
Tue 6
Wed 7
Thu 8
Fri 9
Sat 10
Sun 11

Mon 12 　 ●Deadline
   ①Reminder(postcard)

　●Deadline

Tue 13
Wed 14 　①Reminder(postcard) 　①Reminder(postcard)
Thu 15
Fri 16 　●Deadline
Sat 17
Sun 18
Mon 19 　①Deadline 　（Alternate public holiday）
Tue 20
Wed 21 　②Reminder（questionnaire enclosed） 　①Deadline
Thu 22 　②Reminder（questionnaire enclosed） 　 　②Reminder（questionnaire enclosed）
Fri 23
Sat 24
Sun 25
Mon 26 　(Marine day[public holiday]）
Tue 27 　①②Deadline
Wed 28
Thu 29 　②Deadline
Fri 30
Sat 31
Sun 32
Mon 33
Tue 34
Wed 35 　②Deadline
Thu 36 　Deadline for receipt
Fri 37
Sat 38
Sun 39
Mon 40 　Deadline for receipt
Tue 41
Wed 42
Thu 43 　Deadline for receipt

*“Schedule”shows the number of days based on the day of mailing as the  starting point.  
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 The second reminder is necessary to boost the response rate, but receiving several 
mailings may make respondents feel pressured. The tone of the reminder message 
should be apologetic but state that respondents’ cooperation is requested for an 
important survey. The message should also explain that a questionnaire identical to the 
first one sent is enclosed and that they should not fill the second one out if they have 
already completed the first one. 
 Researchers should not try to boost the retrieval rate only by taking pains with the 
survey schedule. They should explain the purpose of the survey and stimulate the 
recipient’s desire to cooperate. The survey-related items sent out at different times 
should be carefully considered and recipients properly informed each time. 
 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
This paper has examined the definition of validity in mail surveys, conditions under 
which questionnaires are filled out, and survey scheduling, keeping in mind that mail 
surveys are self-administered and that survey target individuals all have distinguishing 
gender, age, and other attributes. This means that people may differ in awareness, 
attitudes, or feelings about surveys. 
 Mail surveys are likely to become more common in the future, as their response rate 
is relatively high and they cost less to carry out. Whichever survey method is used, and 
especially for mail surveys, it is important to plan and analyze such surveys, keeping in 
mind that answers are influenced by respondents’ characteristics and their awareness, 
attitudes, or feeling about surveys. 
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