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Disclaimer: The views expressed are those of the author and not 
necessarily those of the U.S. Census Bureau.



Research to improve ACS mail materials and messaging

The Census Bureau has conducted considerable research to 
improve its mail materials and messaging. Among the reasons:

• To increase self-response rates

• Increase data quality

• Address respondent burden

• Address concerns about the legitimacy of the survey

• Address concerns about the legal mandate of the survey

2



ACS Mail Contact Strategy
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First 
Mailing

Second 
Mailing

Third 
Mailing

Fourth 
Mailing

Fifth 
Mailing

Envelope
Letter

Internet Instruction Card
FAQ Brochure

Multilingual Brochure

Reminder letter Envelope
Paper Questionnaire

Letter
Choice Instruction Card

FAQ Brochure
Return Envelope

Reminder 
Postcard

Final Reminder
Letter

5 mailings
13 different mail pieces



Drawback to incremental survey changes

Incremental changes to survey materials can be effective, but it has a drawback

Research has been successful in identifying specific features that tend to have larger versus smaller 
effects [on response rate], but  generally leaves unanswered how all elements of a design fit together
(Dillman, Smyth, and Christian, 2014)
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We’re making 
a few changes

Will I fit in?

communications strategy



Research to develop a Strategic Framework

What do we know 
about the ACS 

audience?

What do the 
experts think of 
ACS messaging?

What does the 
literature tell us 

about messaging?
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ACS Mail Materials Analysis - Overview

• Use the Strategic Framework report to systematically evaluate 
current ACS messaging to gain a holistic understanding

• Inventory and analyze the messaging in the current ACS materials

• What messages are sent?

• How frequently is each message sent?

• What messages aren’t sent?

• What is done well? 
• Where can we improve?

6



Example of ACS messaging elements
Letter in First Mailing
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ACS Mail Materials Analysis – Coding Methodology

• Using the Strategic Framework Report, we identified 74 
codes for messaging in 5 categories:

• Trust

• Benefits

• Reduce Burden

• Instructions & Information

• Required Elements

8



Example: Confidentiality/Data Security
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Code Theme

1.0 Trust: Recipients must believe that the survey is legitimate and that the messages are truthful

1.2 Confidentiality/Data Security

1.2.1  By law, Census must protect your data

1.2.2  Census employees face fines and prison if they violate law

1.2.3  Federal Cyber Security Act

1.2.4  Census cannot share your data

1.2.5  Secure website, encrypted browser, screening system transmit data

1.2.6  Oath of nondisclosure statement

1.2.7  Won’t release data in a way that identifies you – such as aggregate data, creating statistics, etc.



ACS Mail Materials Analysis – Coding Methodology

• Coding of materials
• Two independent coders coded all materials

• Third independent coder coded select mail pieces

• Disagreements in coding adjudicated by all three coders

• Produced consensus coding for all 13 mail pieces.
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Example of a Coded Letter
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Example of a Coded Letter
4.5 (Required information)

A message from the Director, U.S. Census Bureau ...

Your household has been randomly selected to complete a very important 

national survey, the American Community Survey. The U.S. Census Bureau 

conducts this survey to give our country an up-to-date picture of how we live—

our education, employment, housing, and more. Using the enclosed 

instructions , please complete the survey online as soon as possible at:
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Example of a Coded Letter
4.5 (Required information)

1.1.1 (Sponsorship)

A message from the Director, U.S. Census Bureau ...

Your household has been randomly selected to complete a very important 

national survey, the American Community Survey. The U.S. Census Bureau 

conducts this survey to give our country an up-to-date picture of how we live—

our education, employment, housing, and more. Using the enclosed 

instructions , please complete the survey online as soon as possible at:
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Example of a Coded Letter
4.5 (Required information)

1.1.1 (Sponsorship)

4.1.1 (Part of a random sample)
A message from the Director, U.S. Census Bureau ...

Your household has been randomly selected to complete a very important 

national survey, the American Community Survey. The U.S. Census Bureau 

conducts this survey to give our country an up-to-date picture of how we live—

our education, employment, housing, and more. Using the enclosed 

instructions , please complete the survey online as soon as possible at:
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Example of a Coded Letter
4.5 (Required information)

1.1.1 (Sponsorship)

4.1.1 (Part of a random sample)

2.3.7 (Highlight importance)

A message from the Director, U.S. Census Bureau ...

Your household has been randomly selected to complete a very important 

national survey, the American Community Survey. The U.S. Census Bureau 

conducts this survey to give our country an up-to-date picture of how we live—

our education, employment, housing, and more. Using the enclosed 

instructions , please complete the survey online as soon as possible at:
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Example of a Coded Letter
4.5 (Required information)

1.1.1 (Sponsorship)

4.1.1 (Part of a random sample)

2.3.7 (Highlight importance)

2.2.2 (National level data on 
education, housing, etc.)

A message from the Director, U.S. Census Bureau ...

Your household has been randomly selected to complete a very important 

national survey, the American Community Survey. The U.S. Census Bureau 

conducts this survey to give our country an up-to-date picture of how we live—

our education, employment, housing, and more. Using the enclosed 

instructions , please complete the survey online as soon as possible at:
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Example of a Coded Letter
4.5 (Required information)

1.1.1 (Sponsorship)

4.1.1 (Part of a random sample)

2.3.7 (Highlight importance)

2.2.2 (National level data on 
education, housing, etc.)

4.4.1 (Call to action)

A message from the Director, U.S. Census Bureau ...

Your household has been randomly selected to complete a very important 

national survey, the American Community Survey. The U.S. Census Bureau 

conducts this survey to give our country an up-to-date picture of how we live—

our education, employment, housing, and more. Using the enclosed 

instructions , please complete the survey online as soon as possible at:
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ACS Mail Materials Analysis - Results

Coded 358 “elements” that each convey a message

39% Trust

19% Requirements

14% Benefits

14% Reduce Burden

14% Instructions & Information
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Most Frequent Message

Connection to known and trusted sponsor
• 59 times (out of 358 messages) across all mail pieces
• 16.5% of all coded messages
• For comparison: ACS Mail materials communicate a 

connection to a sponsor more often than benefits or 
reduce burden messaging.
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Most frequent message

Connection to known 

and trusted sponsor

Logos
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Most frequent message

Connection to known 

and trusted sponsor

Salutation:

“A message from the Director, 

U.S. Census Bureau . . . ”
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Most frequent message

Connection to known 

and trusted sponsor

Web address

census.gov
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Most frequent message

Connection to known 

and trusted sponsor

Census conducts this survey 

“The U.S. Census Bureau conducts this survey…”

“The Census Bureau is using the internet…”

“The Census Bureau is required by law…”

“The Census Bureau randomly chose...”

“The Census Bureau is not permitted…”
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However…
on the survey form:

• 3 Census references
• 1 Small print as 3rd sponsor

• 2 Census.gov web addresses

• No Census logo

• No statement that the Census 
Bureau conducts this survey
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Placement matters
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Placement matters



Four sponsors?          1 

1) UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT

OF COMMERCE

2) Economics and Statistics

Administration

3) U.S. Census Bureau                                                                4                          3          2

4) OFFICE OF THE DIRECTOR    
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Most Frequent Message - Conclusion

• If our goal was to let a potential respondent know this survey is 
conducted by the Census Bureau, this seems to be accomplished by 
quantity of messaging.

• Could we still improve our messaging to make this connection?
• Do messages connect to the best sponsor?  

• Are the messages in the best locations?

• Are we consistent across all mail pieces, including the survey form?
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Analysis – The First Mailing
• The First Mailing contained 129 messages using 39 codes across the 

envelope, letter, brochures and instruction card.
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1. Repetition within mailing 1

Is this strategic?

Table 2. Word count* of ACS mail pieces

Legal obligation 

or data security Total Percentage

Letter 77 279 28%

Multilingual Brochure 74 180 41%

FAQ Brochure 139 410 34%
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2. Repetition across mailings

• The next 4 mailings add only 5 new codes that were not 
communicated in the first mailing.  

• Examples:
• Providing multiple response modes (choice)

• Reciprocity, thanking respondents, building good will.
i.e. “If you have already responded, thank you…”

• If you don’t respond, ACS will contact you by phone or personal 
visit.
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Example of Unique vs Repeated Content
First 3 letters only
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Example of Unique vs Repeated Content
The final reminder… 
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Slight Variation in Messages: 
Fire Stations to Highways
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First letter:

“This survey collects critical information used to meet the needs of 
communities across the United States. For example, results form this survey 
decide where new schools, hospitals, and first stations are needed.” 

Second letter:

“Local communities depend on information from this survey to decide 
where schools, highways, hospitals, and other important services are 
needed.”  



Missed Opportunities

• Some potentially beneficial codes not used in any ACS mail materials

• Examples:
• Framing ACS participation as a civic duty or responsibility

• Asking respondent for their commitment

• Highlight survey participation is normal  (consistency or conformity)

• Use specific (not vague) examples of benefits

• ACS data used by small businesses in your community
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First Mailing Says it All - Conclusion

• The first ACS mailings contains a lot of messages.

• Messages are repeated verbatim or with slight variations within 
mail pieces in mailing 1 and in subsequent mailings.

• Aside from a few standard messages, subsequent mailings do not 
add new messages that may appeal to different potential 
respondents.

• Consistency accomplished!  
• Perhaps we could try balancing consistency with adding new massaging? 
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Next Steps
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Develop
Strategic

Framework

Develop 
revisions to 

ACS mail 
materials

Field test 
revised ACS 

mail materials

Analyze field test 
results and make 

recommendations

STEP 1  STEP 2 (in progress) STEP 3 STEP 4 STEP 5

Inventory 
and Analyze
Current ACS
Messaging

• Continue this type of analysis. 

• Additional analysis: visual design, word density, readability & plain 
language.  Not what we say, but how we say it.

• Gather feedback from experts; THANK YOU to everyone here!



Thank you!

• If you have any questions about this presentation contact:

• Jon Schreiner
• jonathan.schreiner@census.gov
• (301) 763 9286
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