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Presentation Overview
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• Findings
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Background



4BACKGROUND  :  WHAT IS THE MCBS?

What is the Medicare Current Beneficiary Survey (MCBS)?
• A continuous, in-person, multi-purpose longitudinal survey. An Incoming Panel of new 

beneficiaries is recruited into the MCBS each fall.

• A representation of the population of Medicare beneficiaries aged 65 and over and 
beneficiaries aged 64 and under with certain disabling conditions living in the United States

• A survey sponsored by the Office of Enterprise Data and Analytics (OEDA) of the Centers for 
Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) and conducted through a contract with NORC at the 
University of Chicago (NORC)

• A data collection effort designed to aid CMS in administering, monitoring, and evaluating the 
Medicare program. The MCBS is the most comprehensive and complete survey available on 
the Medicare population and is essential in providing important information on beneficiaries 
that is not otherwise collected through operational or administrative data from the Medicare 
program



5BACKGROUND: INCOMING PANEL RECRUITMENT

Fall round recruitment has an impact on 4 years of MCBS data 
collection.



6BACKGROUND  :  RESPONDING TO THE PANDEMIC

COVID-19 forced us to pivot from in-person recruitment to phone-
based recruitment.

• In-person data collection projects face a tremendous challenge 
in the coronavirus pandemic.

• MCBS successfully transitioned from in-person to phone data 
collection for current panel members starting in spring 2020 
and recruited new panel members in 2020 and 2021.

• How can existing tools be leveraged to recruit a new panel for 
this in-person longitudinal survey by telephone?

– Improve mail outreach
– Encourage inbound calling

The MCBS used and tested 
a suite of strategies to 
recruit new panels during 
the pandemic including:
- phone locating
- revised advance letters
- priority reminder 

mailings



7BACKGROUND  :  RATIONALE

In Fall 2021, we wanted to test a new appeal in the advance letter.

• Advance letters have been proven effective at increasing response rates for face-to-face 
and phone surveys.

• Advance letters serve to underscore legitimacy of the survey and interviewer and 
communicate the value of the survey.

• Interviewers value an advance letter as it takes away the surprise of a “cold call”.

• Hypothesis: Revising the advance letter to promote use of a toll-free hotline could 
increase efficiency and boost response.



8METHODOLOGY: RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Multiple metrics were used to determine if the new appeal had an 
impact.

• Will a revised appeal increase beneficiary calls into the project toll-free hotline?

• Will a revised appeal decrease the number of interviewer contact attempts required…..
– For all cases?
– For completed cases?

• Will a revised appeal decrease the number of days a case is in the field before it 
completes?

• Will a revised appeal have an effect on percent complete?



Methodology



10METHODOLOGY  :  EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

The experimental design involved testing the effect of revised 
appeals in an advance letter.

• We designed two versions of an advance letter: a letter stating “we’ll contact you” and a 
letter asking beneficiaries to “call us”

• Sample was divided equally between the two advance letter types.
– Propensity scores were calculated based on likelihood to complete the survey in Fall 2020 (Round 88)
– A small number of beneficiaries were excluded from the experiment as we did not have a phone 

number for them. These cases were all assigned to the “call us” letter and excluded from analysis

• All letters were sent via USPS in the week preceding the start of data collection
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“Call Us”
Advance Letter

“We’ll Contact You”
Advance Letter

METHODOLOGY  :  ADVANCE LETTER APPEALS



12METHODOLOGY  :  TIMELINE

During the fall data collection period, every case received one of two 
advance letters. 



13METHODOLOGY  :  STATISTICAL METHODS

Quantitative outcomes were evaluated using bivariate tests.

• Univariate analysis provided frequencies to assess practical and operational outcomes.

• Bivariate analysis provided comparisons between the two advance letter type groups.
– Chi square tests for significance: percent complete; hotline call-in rates
– Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney tests for significance: number of interviewer contact attempts; number of 

days in field

• All analyses were unweighted, as they included non-completes.



Findings



15FINDINGS  :  SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT

There was no statistically significant difference in percent complete 
by advance letter assignment.

SOURCE: Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, Medicare Current Beneficiary Survey 2021

Number of Letters Sent (% Complete)

English Spanish 
Bilingual

Overall

“We’ll contact 
you” letter

Random 
assignment

7,277 (37.9) 264 (43.9) 7,541 (38.1)

“Call us” letter Random 
assignment

7,254 (36.4) 284 (38.0) 7,538 (36.4)

“Call us” letter In locating 465 (30.8) 111 (30.6) 576 (30.7)



16FINDINGS : HOTLINE CALL-IN RATES

The “Call Us” letter increased calls into the hotline, and those callers 
were more likely to complete the interview.
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17FINDINGS : TIME TO FIRST CONTACT

We found no difference in number of days to first successful 
contact attempt.

SOURCE: Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, Medicare Current Beneficiary Survey 2021
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First successful 
contact included:

– Hotline Call-In
– Set Appointment
– Breakoff
– Completed 

Interview



18FINDINGS : NUMBER OF INTERVIEWER CONTACTS REQUIRED

The number of interviewer contacts required did not vary by mailing.

All Cases -
Mean Number 
of Contacts 
(st. dev)

Completes -
Mean Number 
of Contacts 
(st. dev)

“We’ll Contact 
You”

12.8 (9.4) 11.3 (7.6)

“Call Us” 12.8 (9.1) 11.3 (7.6)

• Asking beneficiaries to call us did not 
reduce interviewer effort as we 
hypothesized

– Overall, cases required a mean of 12.8 
contacts regardless of mailing appeal

– Subset to completes, cases required a mean 
of 11.3 contacts regardless of mailing appeal

• The “call us” appeal did not increase 
beneficiary-driven contacts adequately to 
reduce the number of contact attempts 
required

SOURCE: Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, Medicare Current Beneficiary Survey 
2021



Discussion



20DISCUSSION  :  CONCLUSIONS

Advance letter appeals can be chosen at the 
project discretion.

• Changing the appeal within the advance letter does not lead to 
meaningful differences in completion or level of effort required.

• A statistically significant, but operationally small, increase in 
hotline calls was found with the “call us” appeal.

– Increased calls in a short period of time may be burdensome on field staff.

• Letter selection and appeal can be made based on project 
needs/preference.
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