
Evaluating “Strategic Framework” Designs
for American Community Survey Mail Materials

Lindsay Longsine
U.S. Census Bureau

Co-authors: Dorothy Barth, Broderick Oliver, and Lauren Contard, U.S. Census Bureau

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

DRB Clearance Number: CBDRB-FY22-ACSO003-B0039

AAPOR 77th Annual Conference 
May 11-13, 2022 

Chicago, IL



2022 ACS self-response contact strategy
Mail contact materials 

All Mailable Sampled Addresses

First 
Mailing

Initial Package
Letter

Instruction Card
Multi-lingual Brochure

Reminder Letter
Pressure Seal Mailer

Questionnaire Package
Paper Questionnaire

Letter
Return Envelope

Reminder Postcard Final Reminder
Pressure Seal Mailer

7 days 1414 days 4 days ~ 18 days
Second
Mailing

Third 
Mailing

Fourth
Mailing

Fifth
Mailing

All Mailable Sample Addresses Nonrespondents Remaining 
Nonrespondents 

DRB Clearance Number: CBDRB-FY22-ACSO003-B0039 2



Background
Designing the materials
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 Use research-based survey messaging

 Use plain language principles 
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 Survey Messaging

In mailing 1 we established legitimacy and trust.



Mailing 1: Establish legitimacy and trust
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Added an FAQ to the back of the letter

Added a tagline to the bottom of the letter

Added a phrase on the outside of the envelope 
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First mailing envelope

Control Treatment

Test Treatments
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 Survey Messaging

In mailing 1 we established legitimacy and trust.

In mailing 2 we conveyed the tangible benefits of survey response.



Mailing 2: Convey tangible benefits
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Control Treatment

Fire stations

Health care needs of the elderly

Hospitals

Improve roads and highways and reduce traffic

Schools

Test Treatments

Business opportunities

Health care services

High-speed internet access

Improved roads for commute

Job training

Parks and playgrounds

Services for the elderly, veterans, and the disabled
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 Survey Messaging

In mailing 1 we established legitimacy and trust.

In mailing 2 we conveyed the tangible benefits of survey response.

In mailing 3 we used normative messaging to reduce the sense 

of burden caused by responding.



Mailing 3: Reduce the sense of burden
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 Basic Plain Language Principles

• Know your target audience

• Use  simple and direct words, short sentences, and short paragraphs

• Design so the reader can easily navigate to important information

 Use a readable font

 Use bullet points and headings

 Use font changes (color, size, style) strategically
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Experimental Design

Treatment Description

Control Production materials

Icon Color and icons draw attention to key messages

Column and Header Color, columns, and headers draw attention to key messages

Sidebar
Color and sidebars as design elements with graphics draw attention to key 
messages

Minimalist No color and minimum text draw attention to key messages 
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Control Treatment
②① ③

④

⑤
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Icon Treatment 

②① ③ ⑤

④



DRB Clearance Number: CBDRB-FY22-ACSO003-B0039

15

Column and Header Treatment

②① ③ ⑤

④
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Sidebar Treatment

②① ③ ⑤

④
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Minimalist Treatment

②① ③ ⑤

④
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Results
Self-Response Return Rates by Mailing 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2021 Strategic Framework Mail Materials Test, DRB Approval Number: <insert approval #>
Note:  Rates significantly higher than Control are highlighted in red. Significance was tested based on a two tailed t-test at the α=0.1 level.



First mailing – front of the letters

20

Control Column and Header Minimalist
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Results
Self-Response Return Rates by Mailing 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2021 Strategic Framework Mail Materials Test, DRB Approval Number: <insert approval #>
Note:  Rates significantly higher than Control are highlighted in red. Significance was tested based on a two tailed t-test at the α=0.1 level.

DRB Clearance Number: CBDRB-FY22-ACSO003-B0039



Second mailing – inside of the mailer
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Control SidebarMinimalist
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Results
Self-Response Return Rates 

23

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2021 Strategic Framework Mail Materials Test, DRB Approval Number: <insert approval #>
Note:  Rates significantly higher than Control are highlighted in red. Significance was tested based on a two tailed t-test at the α=0.1 level.
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Results
Self-Response Return Rates by Mailing 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2021 Strategic Framework Mail Materials Test, DRB Approval Number: <insert approval #>
Note:  Rates significantly higher than Control are highlighted in red. Significance was tested based on a two tailed t-test at the α=0.1 level.
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Results
Self-Response Return Rates by Mailing 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2021 Strategic Framework Mail Materials Test, DRB Approval Number: <insert approval #>
Note:  Rates significantly higher than Control are highlighted in red. Significance was tested based on a two tailed t-test at the α=0.1 level.
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2018 production postcard vs. 2020 production postcard
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2018 2020
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Fourth mailing – postcard

Control

Test Treatments
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Results
Self-Response Return Rates 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2021 Strategic Framework Mail Materials Test, DRB Approval Number: <insert approval #>
Note:  Rates significantly higher than Control are highlighted in red. Significance was tested based on a two tailed t-test at the α=0.1 level.
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Results
Self-Response Return Rates by Mailing 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2021 Strategic Framework Mail Materials Test, DRB Approval Number: <insert approval #>
Note:  Rates significantly higher than Control are highlighted in red. Significance was tested based on a two tailed t-test at the α=0.1 level.
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Fifth mailing – inside of mailer 
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Column and HeaderIconControl
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Results
Self-Response Return Rates 

33

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2021 Strategic Framework Mail Materials Test, DRB Approval Number: <insert approval #>
Note:  Rates significantly higher than Control are highlighted in red. Significance was tested based on a two tailed t-test at the α=0.1 level.

48.9 46.6 47.6 47.7
50.3
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• Plain Language 

- Minimal text
- Active verbs
- Clear instructions
- Highlighted key information  

• Simple design and “government-look”

• Direct, forceful language

34

Conclusion
What led to higher response?
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• Finish the research analysis for the field test. 
• Publish our findings.
• Continue testing. 

Next Steps
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Internal Use Only
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②①

⑤

③

④

Some ideas for further testing
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Questions?

lindsay.longsine@census.gov
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