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This paper analyses the effect on response rate and non-response bias of tailoring the level
of monetary incentives offered to participants in a longitudinal study, depending on sample
members’ response propensity. Specifically, we test whether offering higher value incentives to
prior wave non-respondents (and lower value incentives to prior wave respondents) would lead
to overall higher response rates and lower non-response bias, compared to offering to all sample
members the same monetary incentive. In order to test these hypotheses, we use large-scale
experimental data from the Next Steps Age 32 survey. Next Steps is a longitudinal cohort study,
following the lives of approximately 16,000 participants born in 1989-90. We find that offering
higher incentive to prior wave non-respondents did not significantly increase response. We also
do not find support for targeted monetary incentives being particularly effective at boosting
response amongst particular population subgroups. The use of targeted incentives has to date
been relatively rare, particularly in the UK context, but in this study the approach was not found

to be successful.
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1 Introduction

Declining response rates may undermine survey data qual-
ity by reducing the sample size available for analysis, with
implications for the precision of survey estimates. Also, if
respondents and non-respondents differ in key concepts of
interest for research, low survey participation may lead to
non-response bias (Groves et al., 2009).

In the context of longitudinal studies, non-response is
particularly problematic, as missing data at a specific sur-
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vey wave limits the potential of the information collected at
earlier and later time points. While statistical adjustments,
such as multiple imputation or inverse probability weight-
ing may be implemented post data collection with the aim
of restoring sample representativeness, maximising respon-
dents’ participation remains vitally important for achieving
a representative sample of the target population.
Furthermore, in longitudinal studies, non-response in
a particular wave seems to break the respondent habit of
participation in the study, and may ultimately lead to at-
trition (Lugtig, 2014). Hence, keeping sample members
engaged with the study is of primary importance.
Monetary incentives are one tool that survey practition-
ers can employ to increase survey participation. It has long
been recognised that the offer of monetary incentives will
typically have a positive impact on response rates and the
use of incentives is widespread, especially in the United
States, and to a lesser extent in the United Kingdom. The
impact of incentives is however not necessarily uniform and
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much evidence suggests that the effect of incentives can be
greatest on sub-groups with lower propensity to respond
(Laurie, 2007; Zagorsky & Rhoton, 2008). These findings
could present a case for the use of differential incentive
strategies which involve offering higher value incentives
to those less likely to respond, which, if successful, could
reduce non-response bias. Furthermore, under tight budget
constraints which may limit the possibility of offering mon-
etary incentives (or the same value incentive) to all sample
members, targeting incentives (or higher value incentives)
at sample members that are more likely to be responsive to
them seems a cost-effective strategy. The provision of larger
incentives to hard-to-reach respondents may also reduce the
fieldwork effort required (e.g. number of calls necessary to
complete cases) and ultimately reduce survey costs.

However, the evidence on the efficacy of targeted in-
centives is limited and mixed. In this research we provide
novel empirical findings on the effect of targeting higher
value monetary incentives at prior wave non-respondents,
using experimental data from a large-scale cohort study in
England: the Next Steps Age 32 survey.

2 Literature Review

In the following we review evidence from the literature
on the use of targeted incentives. First, we present survey
methodological and economic literature which sets out the
theoretical basis for the use of targeted incentives. Sec-
ond, we discuss the evidence on whether incentives have
a differential effect on response rates, depending on sample
members’ characteristics or response behaviours and thus
have an impact on reducing non-response bias. Third, we
present examples on the use of targeted incentives in dif-
ferent contexts. Finally, we report results on studies which
have adopted targeted incentives in an experimental setting.

2.1 Theoretical Basis for the Use of Targeted
Monetary Incentives

As per other survey design features, incentives might im-
pact participation differently across different respondent
subgroups. This consideration is at the core of the leverage
saliency theory which postulates that a single survey design
attribute—in this context, the incentive level—can exercise
different levels of “leverage” on how different sample mem-
bers make a decision as to whether to participate (Groves
et al., 2000). Monetary incentives may have a larger ef-
fect on sample members who value more highly the mon-
etary reward, and may have a smaller effect on those who
have other motivations for survey participation (e.g. altru-

istic motives, interest in the survey topic, commitment or
habit).

The recognition that different sample members may re-
act differently to survey design features is the rationale be-
hind the implementation of targeted survey designs. These
are designs in which i) survey design features are varied be-
tween sample subgroups (with the aim of minimising survey
error and optimising survey costs) and ii) these variations
are planned in advance of fieldwork rather than during data
collection (for a discussion see Lynn, 2017). Longitudinal
studies provide an optimal setting for the implementation
of targeted designs, thanks to the wealth of information
available on sample members, from prior survey waves.

One form of targeted design is to offer different levels of
incentives to different sample members subgroups in order
to maximise response rates and representativeness, under
a fixed (and often tight) budget. Based on the evidence
that less cooperative sample members tend to react more
to monetary incentives than highly engaged respondents
(Laurie, 2007; Zagorsky & Rhoton, 2008), several stud-
ies (e.g. the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, the Swiss
Household Panel) have implemented tailored designs where
higher incentives are offered to prior wave non-cooperative
sample members. The underlying principle is that reducing
the value of incentives offered to engaged sample members
who do not need a monetary reward to participate would not
reduce participation amongst this group, but that increasing
the value of incentives offered to those less engaged could
boost participation amongst this group and thereby increase
overall survey response.

Furthermore, targeted incentives may reduce bias, by in-
creasing participation among otherwise under-represented
groups. Economic theory would suggest that the popula-
tion subgroups which are most responsive to monetary in-
centives are those who value money the most (Felderer
et al.,, 2018). Indeed, economic models of survey parti-
cipation suggest that respondents may see incentives as
compensation for their time and effort (Philipson, 1997).
Hence, incentives of modest value may motivate low-in-
come respondents who have a lower opportunity cost of
time (Felderer et al., 2018). Other theories—e.g. the social
exchange theory (Lipps, 2010)—stress that respondents do
not perceive incentives as a payment for their time and
effort in completing the survey but rather as a demonstra-
tion of trust that the respondent will answer the survey or
as a symbolic sign of appreciation reciprocated by survey
completion. However, it still seems reasonable to assume
that the opportunity to receive additional money would be
more highly valued by those with lower income or those in
poverty who are often under-represented in social surveys.

Moreover, incentives of higher value tend to have
a greater impact on response (Borsch-Supan et al., 2013;
Laurie, 2007; Rodgers, 2002; Singer, Van Hoewyk, et al.,
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1999) (for a review see Booker et al., 2011) but offering
incentives of high value to all sample members may not
be feasible under tight budget constraints. Targeting higher
value incentives to sample members with lower response
propensity could be a cost-effective strategy, and the addi-
tional costs may be offset by savings in fieldwork effort if
the incentives reduce the number of contact attempts and
interviewer visits required (see Blohm & Koch, 2013).

2.2 Empirical Evidence on the Differential Effect of
Monetary Incentives by Respondents’ Characteristics
and Response Behaviour

One way to assess the effectiveness of targeted monetary
incentives is to compare biases in sample composition
in studies which have assigned incentives to one random
treatment group and no incentives (or lower incentive
amounts) to a control group. Since incentives are offered
to a random subsample (and assuming that the randomi-
sation process led to subsamples that are balanced in key
socio-demographic and survey response behaviour vari-
ables), significant differences in sample composition be-
tween incentivised and un-incentivised subsamples should
be interpreted as evidence of the differential efficacy of
incentives.

Some studies have shown that monetary incentives in-
crease participation of typically underrepresented popula-
tion subgroups, such as people of low income (Felderer
et al., 2018; Mack et al., 1998)—including those eligible for
free school meals in England (Knibbs et al., 2018)—sample
members with low education (Singer et al., 2000), and eth-
nic minorities (in the US)—Mack et al. (1998). However,
this evidence seems to be mixed. For example, Knibbs et al.
(2018) do not find evidence for differences in responsive-
ness to incentives by ethnicity (white versus non-white) and
Singer et al. (2000) only found an effect on education, but
not on other demographic characteristics.

Indeed, in a review of different studies, Singer et al.
(2000) found three studies that support the indication that
incentives increase participation among otherwise under-
represented sample members, five studies that find no ef-
fects on sample composition and one study that finds mixed
results. Similarly, a review of the evidence from 10 experi-
ments implemented in cross sectional and longitudinal sur-
veys in Germany shows mixed results on the efficacy of in-
centives on reducing non-response bias (Pforr et al., 2015),
(see also: Blohm & Koch, 2013; Borsch-Supan et al., 2013;
Felderer et al., 2018). Also, evidence from several longitu-
dinal studies in the US, the UK and Switzerland suggests
a lack of support for the hypothesis that responsiveness to
incentives varies across population subgroups (Cabrera-Al-
varez & Lynn, 2025; Jiackle & Lynn, 2008; LeClere et al.,

2012; Lipps et al., 2023; Lipps et al., 2022; Suzer-Gurtekin
et al., 2016).

With respect to offering incentives to sample members
which are typically non cooperative, some evidence from
longitudinal studies shows that prior wave non respondents
react more positively to incentives than prior wave respon-
dents (Laurie, 2007), while one more recent study (Booth
et al., 2024) finds the opposite. However, it should be noted
this mixed evidence might arise from differences in target
populations, incentive amounts/increases, and maturity of
the panel. Indeed, the experiment reported in (Laurie, 2007)
was implemented on a longitudinal study of the general po-
pulation (the British Household Panel Survey, Wave 14)
and experiments with a minor increase in the incentives
value (from £7 to £10). Conversely, Booth and colleagues
(2024) focus on a specific population subgroup—a cohort
of young people aged approximately 20 years old in the
United Kingdom, i.e. the Millennium Cohort Study Covid-
19 Wave 3 survey where a £10 incentive was offered, for
the first time in the history of the study'.

2.3 The Use of Targeted Monetary Incentives in Large
Scale Studies

Targeted incentives have been implemented in the US con-
text since the late 1990s (Nicolaas et al., 2019), while the
adoption of such designs in the European and UK con-
text is more recent. For example, in the US-based Survey
on Programme Dynamics incentives ($40, unconditional)
were offered only to households who did not participate in
prior waves or showed reluctance to participate (Kay et al.,
2001). Similarly, in the 2003-2004 wave of the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997, different levels of in-
centives ($35, $30, $25 or $20) were offered depending on
sample members’ participation over the prior three waves
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, undated; as quoted in Lynn,
2017).

An example of the use of targeted incentives in Europe is
the Swiss Household Panel where targeted incentives were
adopted in the 2007 wave. Fifty Swiss Francs? were offered
to households who refused participation in the prior sur-
vey wave, which lead to a significantly higher response rate
amongst this group compared to that achieved by a “roughly
similar” sample in the prior wave (Lipps, 2010, p. 87).
However, as this study is observational rather than exper-

! For a comparison of incentive amounts over time and country, please
see Table 1 in the online supplement.

2 Equivalent to $53 accounting for inflation, Purchase Power Parity
(measured in terms of national currency per US dollar) in 2022 (see
Tab. 1).
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Table 1

Incentive levels by experimental group

Incentive amounts

“Early-bird”+  Standard (£)
n standard (£)

Not-targeted 1521 30 20

Targeted approach 1512 -

Prior wave respondents 904 25 15

Prior wave non- 608 35 25
respondents

Total 3033 -

“Early-bird” incentive is offered to respondents who participate in
the survey online within the first three weeks. Standard incentive is
offered thereafter. The table includes only eligible cases.

imental, it doesn’t allow for the determination of a causal
link (Lipps, 2010).

Targeted incentives were also employed in another Swiss
study—the Panel Survey of the Swiss Election Study (Lipps
et al., 2023; Lipps et al., 2022). In wave 5, a conditional
incentive of 20 CHF was offered to participants identified
as having a low likelihood of responding. In contrast, those
with a high predicted response probability were randomly
assigned to receive either a 10 CHF conditional incentive or
entry into a lottery offering three prizes of 500 CHF each.
Notably, response rates among the lottery group declined
only slightly compared to the more expensive 10 CHF in-
centive group (Lipps et al., 2022).

Encouraged by these findings, the study adopted a re-
vised approach in the following wave. All high-propensity
participants were assigned to the lottery condition, while
experimentation focused on the low-propensity group. This
group was randomly divided to receive either the 20 CHF
conditional incentive or entry into the same lottery. How-
ever, response rates in the lottery group were 8 percentage
points lower than in the 20 CHF incentive group.

Given that the low-propensity group was offered dou-
ble the amount previously provided to the high-propensity
group, it remains unclear whether the difference between
the lottery entry and the cash incentive in the lower-propen-
sity group results from greater responsiveness to cash in-
centives per se, or simply to the higher monetary value
offered. A threshold effect may also be at play, in which
a minimum incentive amount is required to effectively mo-
tivate participation.

Additionally, carryover effects were observed. Among
high-propensity participants, those assigned to the lottery
in both waves had a response rate 3 percentage points lower
than those who received the 10 CHF incentive in wave 5
and were assigned to the lottery in wave 6. This suggests
that results from wave 5 should be interpreted with caution,

as prior incentive experiences may influence subsequent
participation behavior.

In the UK context, targeted incentives have been adopted
in a few longitudinal and cross-sectional surveys. For exam-
ple, in Understanding Society: the UK household Longitu-
dinal Study, from wave 6 (2014—15) to wave 12 (2020-21),
sample members living in households where everyone re-
fused participation at the prior wave (or where it was not
possible to establish contact at the prior wave) were offered
higher incentives (£20 versus £10) compared to prior wave
respondents—or non-responding adults in partially produc-
tive households at the prior wave (e.g. see Carpenter, 2021
for wave 12, and wave 6-11 technical reports for the prior
waves). However, as this design was not implemented ex-
perimentally, it is not possible to assess whether the pro-
vision of higher incentives to some sample subgroups in-
creased response rates compared to designs where incen-
tives are equal for all sample members.

The first wave of the COVID Social Mobility and Oppor-
tunities Study (COSMO)—a new longitudinal study which
recruited 16-year-olds through schools—sought to improve
response and representation of those from disadvantaged
backgrounds by offering higher value incentives (£20 ver-
sus £10) to students attending schools with a higher propor-
tion of students receiving free school meals. For each young
person invited, a parent or a guardian was also invited to
take part where they were offered the same incentive as
their child. The impact of the incentive was assessed using
a regression discontinuity design (Anders et al., 2023). Au-
thors found that the higher incentives seem to have led to
higher response rates for young people, and increased par-
ticipation of ‘full households’ where both a young person
and their parent took part. Achieved sample representativity
was assessed with data available for the population from the
sampling frame, where the higher incentive group’s repre-
sentativity was slightly better than that of the lower incen-
tive group.

Other UK-based examples of the use of targeted incen-
tives include:

— the Skills and Employment Survey (2017) where sample
members living in London were offered a £15 condi-
tional incentive (versus £10 for all other sample mem-
bers), to increase participation in this area (Glendinning
etal., 2018).

— the Omnibus Survey of Pupils and their Parent/Carer
waves 5 and 6 where an incentive was offered to school
pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) and their
parents/carers, if both completed the survey (Ipsos Mori,
2019; Lindley et al., 2019), and

— Growing up in Scotland wave 9, when a pre-paid £15 in-
centive is sent to families which are under-represented
in the study, e.g. teenage mothers, single parents, and
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sample members living in deprived areas (as reported in
Nicolaas et al., 2019).

2.4 Targeted Monetary Incentives Applied in an
Experimental Setting

In some cases, survey designs using targeted incentives have
been implemented experimentally, to evaluate their efficacy.
In the US context, in the 2006 Survey of Recent College
Graduates, sample members expected to have a low re-
sponse propensity were experimentally assigned to either
receiving or not receiving a conditional incentive for sur-
vey participation; then, later in the fieldwork period, con-
ditional incentives were offered (again experimentally) to
sample members who had not participated yet. Targeted in-
centives led to a substantial increase in survey participation
(Zukerberg et al., 2007), (as quoted in Lynn, 2017).

In waves 8 and 9 of the Census Bureau’s Survey on
Income and Programme Participation, prior wave non-re-
spondents were assigned to receive either $40, $20 or no
incentive (Abreu & Winters, 1999; Martin et al., 2001).
The authors found that offering incentives (versus no in-
centive) to prior wave non-respondents increased response,
but larger incentive amounts ($40 versus $20°) did not have
a significant effect.

Similar results emerged from the US based National
Longitudinal Survey of Women. Sample members who pre-
viously refused to participate, were offered either a $20
conditional incentive, a $40 conditional incentive or no in-
centive®. Incentives again lead to higher rates of partici-
pation and higher levels of data quality (in terms of item
completion) but no reduction in survey costs (Zagorsky &
Rhoton, 2008).

Targeted incentives were also found to be effective in
the 2014 Child Development Supplement to the U.S. Panel
Study of Income Dynamics (Fomby et al., 2017). Specif-
ically, a random subsample of hard-to-reach families—i.e.
those whose predicted probability of non-response fell in
the top quartile of the distribution—were offered a time-
limited $50 incentive® conditional on the primary caregiver
completing a 75-min interview and eligible children par-
ticipating in a 30 min interview, over the three-weeks U.S.
winter holiday period. The incentive led to a significant
increase in completed interviews over the time-limited pe-
riod and did not lower final response rates (after the time-

3 This corresponds to $75 and $37 in 2022, once adjusted for inflation
(see Tab. 1).

4 This corresponds to $64 and $32 in 2022, once adjusted for inflation
(see Tab. 1).

5 This equals to $64 in 2022, once adjusted for inflation (see Tab. 1).

limited incentive was withdrawn). Within the hard-to-reach
group, the incentive was most effective in achieving coop-
eration from those who had the highest non-response pre-
dicted probabilities. However, as the experiment was im-
plemented on a specific demographic (primary caregivers),
it remains unclear to what extent these results are gener-
alisable to different population subgroups and the seasonal
effect of implementing the approach during the Christmas
holiday period may have also played an important role.

Table A1, in the online supplement, shows a summary of
the incentive amounts offered by study. To facilitate com-
parison, these amounts are adjusted for inflation, exchange
rate and Purchase Power Parity.

2.5 Limitations and Gaps in the Literature on
Targeted Monetary Incentives

The presented literature has several limitations. First, most
studies have applied targeted incentives in a non-experi-
mental setting; hence, it is not possible to evaluate their
effectiveness (as opposed to designs where incentives are
allocated equally across sample members).

Second, based on the experimental studies comparing
designs with targeted incentives against designs without tar-
geted incentives, it is hard to understand to which extent the
results are generalisable to different contexts: these studies
are all embedded in the US-context, are limited to specific
subpopulations, and, in the case analysed by Fomby et al.
(2017), also to a specific timeframe. To the best of our
knowledge there have been no experimental applications of
a targeted incentive approach in a large-scale study in the
UK.

Third, while the few available experimental studies find
support for the efficacy of targeted incentive designs, those
studies always compare offering versus not offering mon-
etary incentives to a target group (usually, expected to be
under-represented in the study). The comparison is there-
fore between a survey design where an overall signifi-
cantly higher budget is allocated to incentives versus de-
signs in which a lower overall budget is allocated to in-
centives. Other things being equal—i.e. in absence of vari-
ation (across the two designs) in fieldwork effort/costs to
contact respondents and gauge their participation—it does
not seem surprising that designs providing on average sig-
nificantly higher incentives would lead to higher overall
response rates.

In summary, while these experimental studies can pro-
vide valuable information about whether incentives can be
effective at boosting response amongst particular subgroups
they do not allow us to understand whether a fixed incen-
tive budget is most effectively used by allocating incentives
equally across all sample members or whether it could be
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more effective to offer higher incentives to certain sub-
groups and to fund this by reducing the incentive offered
to the remaining groups. To the best of our knowledge, this
latter research question has not been yet analysed in the
literature.

3 Research Questions

In this study we use experimental data from the Next Steps
Age 32 survey to compare a targeted incentive approach
where prior wave non-respondents are offered a higher
value incentive which is funded by offering a lower value
incentive to prior wave respondents, with a non-targeted ap-
proach in which all respondents are offered the same value
incentive. We answer the following research questions:

RQ1: Does the targeted incentive approach—with higher
value monetary incentives for prior wave non-respondents
and lower incentives for prior wave participants—lead to
overall higher response rates® than a non-targeted approach
where all participants are offered an equal incentive?

We hypothesize that offering lower incentives to en-
gaged prior wave respondents would have little impact on
response rates within this group, as this subgroup is ex-
pected to be highly engaged in the study, and less moti-
vated to participate by the incentive. In addition, we ex-
pect that offering higher incentives to prior wave non-re-
spondents could substantially boost participation amongst
this group. We hypothesise that by boosting participation
amongst prior wave non-respondents without reducing par-
ticipation amongst prior wave respondents the overall re-
sponse rate will be increased relative to the non-targeted
approach.

Furthermore, targeted incentives may be used not only
to increase overall response rates but also to reduce non-
response bias by increasing participation for subgroups of
sample members, which might be otherwise underrepre-
sented. Hence, our second research question is:

RQ2: What is the effect on sample representativeness/non-
response bias of the targeted incentive approach (i.e. of-
fering higher monetary incentives to prior wave non-
respondents and lower incentives to prior wave respon-
dents) compared to the non-targeted approach where all
participants are offered the same incentive?

6 Response rates are calculated adopting the “Response Rate 2” as de-
fined in the standard definitions of the American Association for Public
Opinion Research (AAPOR, 2023). This is the number of interviews
(complete or partial) divided by interviews (complete or partial) plus
non-interviews (refusal, non-contact, other non-interview) and cases of
unknown eligibility.

We hypothesise that the targeted approach will boost
participation amongst prior wave non-respondents and that
by doing so non-response bias will be reduced.

Besides improvements in response rates and represen-
tativity, another potential benefit of targeted monetary in-
centives is the potential to achieve cost savings. Our third,
fourth, and fifth research questions are:

RQ3: Does the targeted incentive approach result in lower
incentive costs per interview and lower incentive costs over-
all than the non-targeted approach?

RQ4: Does the targeted design lead to lower fieldwork ef-
fort being required (number of face-to-face and telephone
calls per achieved interview) than the non-targeted incentive
approach?

RQ5: Does the targeted design lead to a higher share of
interviews conducted online (versus face-to-face) than the
non-targeted approach?

We expect the targeted approach to lead to a higher num-
ber of interviews overall (with the number of prior wave re-
spondents being interviewed being constant across the two
designs and the number of interviews from prior wave non-
respondents being higher in the targeted design). We hy-
pothesise that the targeted design will be more cost effective
(lower per interview incentive cost) than the non-targeted
design. This is because in both designs we expect most in-
terviews to be conducted with prior wave respondents, and
in the targeted design, the cost-saving from the lower in-
centive amount paid to prior wave respondents would more
than offset the higher costs of incentives offered to prior
wave non-respondents. Furthermore, we hypothesize that
the targeted approach will lead to lower fieldwork effort
being required (number of calls per case) as sample mem-
bers with lower cooperation propensity will be encouraged
to participate promptly, and on a similar basis, given the
web-first mixed mode design we also expect to achieve
a higher share of web interviews in the targeted approach.

4 Data

4.1 Next Steps Cohort Data

Next Steps is a longitudinal study following approximately
16,000 participants in England, born in 1989-90. The study
began in 2004, when participants were aged 14, and it
was known as the Longitudinal Study of Young People in
England (LSYPE). The target population was young peo-
ple who were in Year 9 in English state and independent
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schools and pupil referral units in February 2004. After the
first wave of data collection, participants were interviewed
yearly until age 20 (wave 7, in 2010) then at age 25 in 2015
(wave 8) and age 32 in 2023 (wave 9). Waves 1 to 7 were run
by the Department for Education. During this period, only
participants who took part in the prior wave were issued
in the following wave. The study was then paused for five
years until the Age 25 Survey in 2015 when the study was
re-launched by the Centre for Longitudinal Studies, Uni-
versity College London. During the Age 25 Survey efforts
were made to trace and contact everyone who ever took part
in the study (Bailey et al., 2017; Calderwood et al., 2021).
At the Age 32 survey, the issued sample was comprised
of all cases who have ever participated in the study with
the exception of those who have permanently withdrawn,
those known to have died, those regarded as permanently
untraced and those in prison or on probation.

Age 32 survey fieldwork was carried out in four main
batches, and the incentive experiment analysed in this
study was implemented in the first. A stratified random
sub-sample consisting of 25% of all cases to be issued (n =
3113) was selected for issue to the first batch of fieldwork
in which the incentive experiment was conducted’.

The survey used a sequential mixed mode approach
where sample members were first invited to complete the
survey online. After a three week online only period inter-
viewers started attempting contact with sample members,
either by telephone or by face-to-face (for unproductive
sample members at the prior wave or sample members who
did not provide a telephone number). In addition to offering
face-to-face interviews, interviewers were also able to offer
self-completion of the survey either on a device (small
tablet) handed over to them by interviewers and collected
at a later agreed time, video interviews (using Microsoft
Teams) and, in exceptional circumstances a telephone in-
terview. The web-survey also remained open during the
interviewer-lead fieldwork period.

Topics covered included family and relationships, hous-
ing, employment and income, education, health and wellbe-
ing, identity and attitudes, childhood, and other life events.
The median survey duration online (or on a tablet provided
by interviewers) was 55min, and 88 min for in-person in-
terviews®. In addition to the main questionnaire, sample

7 Stratification was based on three variables 1) when the cohort mem-
ber has last taken part (wave 8, wave 7 or waves 1-6), 2) region of res-
idence (South, London, North, and Midlands), and 3) sex. 3206 cases
were initially assigned to batch 1, however a small share of cases (3%,
n = 93) was reallocated to the mainstage data collection due to diffi-
culties in assigning interviewers to some areas giving a final batch 1
issued sample of 3113.

8 These timings take into account time spent on the interview screen
at the beginning/end of the interviews, without these the timings are
approximately 5 min shorter each.

members were invited to complete a cognitive assessment;
to provide a saliva sample for DNA extraction, consent to
data linkage, and to consent to contact their live-in partner
to ask them to consent to linkage of their administrative
records’.

4.2 The Use of Incentives in the Next Steps Cohort

Next Steps cohort members have been offered incentives for
survey participation since the study’s inception. Incentives
amounts and conditions have varied over time. In wave 1 (at
age 13/14) all cohort members were offered a £5 high street
voucher conditional on survey participation, while at wave 2
and 3 the £5 voucher was unconditional and at wave 4 the
voucher amount increased to £8. From wave 5 to wave 7,
incentives were offered to web respondents only—this shift
coincided with the switch from face-to-face to a mixed
mode design (with web followed by telephone and face
to face interviewing) (Department for Education, 2011). In
wave 8, i.e. the Age 25 survey, respondents received an
“early bird” £20 incentive conditional on completing the
survey online during the first three weeks of fieldwork, and
a £10 conditional incentive after that period (Calderwood
et al., 2023).

4.3 Experimental Design

The incentive experiment analysed in this study was imple-
mented in the first batch of fieldwork of the Age 32 Sur-
vey. The “early bird” incentive approach used in the previ-
ous wave in which a higher incentive was offered for web
completion within the first three weeks was maintained:
however, the incentive levels also varied experimentally,
depending on prior wave participation.

Specifically, 50% of sample members were randomly as-
signed to a targeted incentive group, and 50% to a non-
targeted incentive group. Stratification was implemented
during experimental allocation in order to control for the
random variability on observed characteristics between the
experimental and the control group. Stratification variables
were the same as those used when allocating the sample to
batches (participation history, region of residence, and sex).

In the targeted incentive group, prior wave respondents
were offered a £15 conditional incentive while prior wave
non-respondents were offered a £25 conditional incentive.
In the non-targeted group, sample members were offered
a £20 incentive regardless of prior wave participation. In
addition, all sample members who completed the survey

9 This latter consent request was implemented only in the first stage of
fieldwork and discontinued thereafter.
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online within the first three weeks of fieldwork received an
additional £10 “early bird” conditional incentive. Table 1
shows incentive levels by experimental groups. Cohort
members were also sent an additional £5 if they provided
a saliva sample (see Tab. 1).

The sample used for this analysis excludes ineligi-
bles—hence, it also excludes sample members who com-
plete the web survey from abroad (i.e. “productive ineligi-
bles”). This research is based on Next Steps Age 32 data
and waves 1-8 (University College London et al., 2023).

4.4 Fieldwork Protocols

At the start of fieldwork participants were sent an advance
mailing by post and by email (where email addresses were
held) (Ipsos, 2024). The postal and email invitation included
the weblink to the survey including the respondents unique
access code and three booklets—one providing general in-
formation about the survey, one covering administrative
data linkage and one covering saliva collection. Information
about the incentive was provided in the letter and email.

Reminders were sent throughout the web fieldwork pe-
riod by email (n = 2), by text (n = 3) and by post (if no
email address was held) (n = 1). Information about the in-
centives was repeated in the reminders. Despite variability
in contact details held all participants were sent at least one
reminder.

After the three weeks web only fieldwork period had
passed, interviewers attempted to contact non-respondents.
Interviewers made contact by telephone and in-person and
were required to make multiple calls at different times on
different days. Where interviewers discovered that partic-
ipants had moved from the issued address they followed
tracing procedures to try and establish contact at a new
address.

5 Methods

First, we explore any differences between experimental and
control group by socio-demographic characteristics using
a series of chi-square tests. We compare sex, ethnicity and
parental socio-economic status National Statistic’s Socio-
economic Classification (NS-SEC) for the main parents,
measured at baseline (wave 1)!° and find no significant dif-
ference across subgroups.

10 For the few sample members with missing information on ethnic-
ity and parental socio-economic status, information from subsequent
waves is imputed. We opted for using wave 1 as baseline and imputing
information from subsequent waves because of the survey design of
the Next Steps study, which entails that, after wave 1, non-respondents
(in each wave) were not invited to participate at subsequent waves, un-

To answer RQI (i.e. the effect of targeted incentives on
overall response rates), we compare response rates achieved
in the targeted and non-targeted designs. We do this over-
all and separately for prior wave respondents and non-re-
spondents in the targeted and non-target designs, and use
a series of chi square tests to test significance!'. To answer
RQ?2, first, we compare the distribution of sex, ethnicity,
and parental socio-economic status in the issued sample,
and among respondents in the targeted and non-targeted
subsamples. We test for significant differences across the
targeted versus non-targeted groups using chi-square tests.
Second, we compare the achieved sample in the targeted
and non-targeted groups. The comparison is based on key
variables of interest for research purposes. These dimen-
sions include: i. education (whether the respondent’s high-
est educational qualification is at least an undergraduate
degree), ii. economic activity status (whether the respon-
dent is employed or self-employed versus being a student,
in unpaid work, taking care of the home, unemployed or any
other status); iii. home ownership (the respondent’s hous-
ing situation, categorized as owning property, renting, or
other arrangements), iv. marital status (whether the respon-
dent is married or in a civil partnership versus any other
status), v. parenthood (whether the respondent has at least
one child), vi. self-reported health (grouped as excellent,
very good, or good versus fair or poor), vii. mental health
(captured through a set of four variables measuring experi-
encing in the past two weeks “nearly every day” or “more
than half the days” any of the following symptoms: “feel-
ing nervous, anxious, or on edge”; “being unable to stop
or control worrying”’; “having little interest or pleasure in
activities”; or “feeling down, depressed, or hopeless”). Also
in this case, we test for significant differences across groups
using chi-square tests.

To answer RQ3, we multiply the number of respondents
by the value of the conditional monetary incentives offered
to them and then compute the percentage variation in cost
across the two designs. We also divide the total incentive
costs of the targeted and non-targeted designs by the num-
ber of achieved interviews in each design.

til Age 25, when efforts were in place to engage every sample member
who initially took part.

Il Response outcomes are categorised as follows: i. full interview, ii.
partial interview, iii. refusal (includes office refusal, refusal by cohort
member, agreed to compete the survey online but no further contact/
refusal, refusal by other/unknown person, contact made but refused to
give information about household/names, etc.), iv. non-contact, v. un-
certain eligibility (includes untraced cohort members, address inacces-
sible, unable to locate address), vi. ineligible (includes cohort member
deceased, moved abroad, etc.), vii. other non-interview (includes bro-
ken appointment, ill at home during survey period, hospitalised, lan-
guage difficulties). In terms of sample selection, respondents who are
known to be ineligible at Age 32 are excluded from the analysis.



THE EFFECT OF TARGETED INCENTIVES ON RESPONSE RATES AND... 461

To answer RQ4, we compute the average number of call
records per case (e.g. face-to-face visits, phone calls to co-
hort member or stable contact) and use a t-test to assess
whether the average number of calls to achieve an interview
is significantly different across the two designs. Finally, to
answer RQS5, we calculate the share of interviews by mode
of data collection (web versus face-to-face) and use a chi-
square test to estimate any statistical difference across the
two designs.

6 Results

To answer RQ1 we investigate whether the targeted incen-
tive approach leads to overall higher response rates than the
non-targeted approach. Overall, after the web only field-
work period (i.e. the first three weeks of fieldwork), re-
sponse rates do not differ between the targeted (40%) and
non targeted approach (40%) (see Tab. 2). The response
rate amongst prior wave respondents—who were offered
£15 in the targeted incentive group and £20 in the non-
targeted group—was slightly lower in the targeted incen-
tive group compared to the non-targeted incentive group
(57% versus 58%); however, the difference was not statisti-
cally significant. The response rate among prior wave non-
respondents—who were offered £25 in the targeted incen-
tive group and £20 in the non-targeted group—was slightly

Table 2

Survey response rate by experimental group

Response rate

Targeted Non targeted

% % n P
Early web completion - - - -
Prior wave - - - -
Respondent 57 58 1811  0.560
Non-respondent 15 13 1220 0.533
Total 40 40 3031 0.876
After face-to-face - - - -
Prior wave - - - -
Respondent 70 73 1811 0.180
Non-respondent 27 25 1220 0.512
Total 53 54 3031 0.578

P-values from Pearson Chi Squared test for the equality of the
means. In the fixed (non-targeted incentive group) all sample
members are offered a £20 conditional incentive; in the targeted
incentive group, prior wave respondents are offered a £15
conditional incentive and prior wave non-respondents a £25
conditional incentive; all sample members are offered an additional
£10 incentive conditional on survey completion by web in the first
three weeks of fieldwork.

higher in the targeted incentive group (15%) compared to
the non-targeted group (13%); however, again the difference
was not statistically significant.

When we analyse response after the face-to-face field-
work period, we observe a similar trend. Overall, response
rates are not significantly different between the targeted
and the non-targeted incentive groups (53% versus 54%).
Among prior wave respondents, the response rate was
slightly lower in the targeted incentive group than in the
non-targeted group though the difference was not sta-
tistically significant (70% versus 73%). Prior wave non
respondents participated at a slightly higher rate in the
targeted group than in the non-targeted incentive group
(27% versus 25%), though again, the difference was not
statistically significant.

To answer RQ2 (i.e. whether the targeted incentives suc-
cessfully reduce non-response bias), we first compare the
distribution of socio-demographic variables in the issued
sample, with the samples achieved in the targeted versus
non-targeted groups (Tab. 3). The comparison of the distri-
butions and confidence intervals of the issued sample with
the samples achieved in the targeted and non-targeted de-
signs signals that both approaches lead to an overrepresen-
tation of females, white respondents, and respondents with
high parental socio-economic status but that there were no
significant differences between the two approaches and that,
therefore, neither seems clearly preferable in terms of the
impact on bias.

Furthermore, we compare the achieved samples in the
targeted and non-targeted groups with respect to key vari-
ables of interest for research purposes (Tab. 4). Our analysis
reveals no significant differences between the two groups
across the dimensions considered (i.e. education, economic
activity status, home ownership, marital status, parenthood,
self-reported health, and mental health).

To answer RQ3, we compare the incentive costs of the
two approaches by multiplying the number of respondents
in each experimental group by the incentive they were of-
fered (accounting also for the “early bird” incentive). The
targeted approach was 13% less expensive than the non-
targeted approach (Tab. 5). As the number of interviews
varies across the two designs, we calculate the average in-
centive costs per interview, which is approximately £27.5
in the non-targeted design and approximately £24.6 in the
targeted design. Hence, in terms of incentive payment the
targeted approach appears to be cost-effective. This calcu-
lation however does not include the cost of implementing
the more complex targeted incentive design (e.g. dispatch-
ing incentives of different levels, tailoring survey invitation
materials, interviewer training).

Furthermore, with respect to RQ4, no differences are
found in the number of calls (face to face or telephone)
required to reach the final outcome in the targeted versus
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Table 3

Issued sample and sample composition, after face-to-face

Sample composition, after face-to-face

Issued sample Targeted Not-targeted
95% C.I. 95% C.I. 95% C.1.
% lower upper % lower upper % lower upper P-value
Male 49 476 51.2 49 40.3 473 45 40.8 477 0.974
Female 51 488 52.4 56 52.7 59.7 56 52.3 59.2
White 67 649 68.3 70 67.2 73.7 70 67.2 73.5 0.728
Non-white 33 317 35.1 30 26.3 32.8 30 26.5 32.8
Higher SES 36 344 37.9 41 37.3 442 42 38.5 454 0.625
Intermediate SES 19 174 20.2 20 17.4 23.0 18 15.1 20.4 0.213
Lower SES 45 432 46.8 39 35.6 42.5 40 36.9 43.7 0.612
P-from chi-square test comparing the targeted versus not-targeted approaches.
Table 4
Sample achieved (age 32 measures), after face-to-face
Sample composition, after face-to-face
Targeted Not-targeted
95% C.1. 95% C.I.
% N lower upper % N lower upper P-value
Has a degree or higher education qualifications 50 778 46.5 53.5 47 794 43.7 50.7 0.272
Employed or self employed 86 786 84.0 88.8 87 801 84.7 89.3 0.712
Home ownership: Own 56 648 52.2 59.9 57 663 53.5 61.1 0.826
Home ownership: Rent 30 648 26.4 33.5 30 663 26.2 332
Home ownership: other 14 648 11.4 16.7 13 663 10.4 15.5
Married or in civil partnership 21 581 17.2 23.8 21 609 17.6 24.1 0.874
Has child(ren) 43 781 39.2 46.1 41 795 37.2 44.1 0.419
Self-reported health: excellent, very good, or good. 86 773 84.0 88.8 85 789 82.8 87.8 0.526
Feeling nervous, anxious, or on the edge: nearly 25 702 21.6 28.0 27 702 23.8 304 0.330
every day or more than half days
Not being able to stop or control worrying: nearly 22 208 18.4 24.5 22 720 18.8 24.8 0.877
every day or more than half days
Little interest or pleasure in doing things: nearly 19 703 15.6 21.4 20 726 17.1 22.9 0.478
every day or more than half days
Feeling down, depressed or hopeless: nearly every 17 704 14.1 19.7 18 719 15.1 20.8 0.606

day or more than half days

P-from chi-square tests.

not targeted group, as confirmed by a t-test. This result
suggests little differences in fieldwork efforts across the
two designs.

Finally, answering RQS5, we observe that the share of web
interviews is similar across the two experimental groups:
88% of respondents in the targeted design participated on-
line compared with 88% in the non-targeted design (P-
value = 0.894) (Tab. 5).

7 Discussion and Conclusions

We use novel experimental data from the Next Steps co-
hort study to test whether offering higher value incentives
to prior wave non-respondents (and lower value incentives
to prior wave respondents) leads to overall higher response
rates, compared to offering to all sample members the same
monetary incentive. Contrary to our hypothesis, we find
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Table 5

Costs and fieldwork efforts comparisons by targeted ver-
sus non-targeted experimental group

Targeted Non-targeted

Overall incentive budget -12.5 -
Incentive cost per interview £24.6 £27.5
Average calls per case (face-to-face) 2.5 2.5
Average calls per case (telephone) 1.3 1.4
Share of web interviews 88% 88%

that the targeted incentive approach does not lead to signif-
icantly higher response rates. Also, we do not see a clear
indication that the targeted design improves sample repre-
sentativeness, or that the achieved samples differ in dimen-
sions of interest for research purposes between the targeted
and non-targeted group. Incentive costs were lower in the
targeted design but there was no significant impact on field-
work effort (i.e. calls per case) or share of web interviews.

The results appear to contradict the theoretical literature
(be this leverage saliency theory or social exchange theory),
which suggest that incentives will appeal differently to dif-
ferent population subgroups or to respondents with different
response propensities.

The decision to vary the incentive amounts by £10 across
the two groups was driven by the goal of ensuring that prior
wave respondents in the targeted group were not offered an
amount which was too low to motivate survey response (i.e.
to avoid negative impacts on their participation) while also
managing the expectations of prior wave non-respondents
on the incentive amount to be offered in future waves. In
addition, the study team had concerns around the ethics
of offering vastly different sums to different sub-groups
for completing the same survey. It is possible that a larger
difference between incentives offered to prior wave respon-
dents and non-respondents would have led to different con-
clusions on the efficacy of a targeted incentive approach.
Similarly, the same difference in incentives across the two
groups, but at a different level might also have led to dif-
ferent conclusions.

Our expectation that reducing the incentive value of-
fered to prior wave respondents would not lead to a re-
duction in response was specific to the amount we of-
fered. If the amount offered had been drastically reduced we
would expect to observe lower participation rates, at least
among some prior wave survey respondents. Similarly, if
the amount offered to prior wave non-respondents had been
significantly increased, this may well have increased parti-
cipation amongst this group.

Recent findings lend support to this line of reasoning.
Lipps et al. (2022) showed that among sample members

classified as having a “high response propensity” a 10 CHF
conditional incentive led to only a marginal increase in re-
sponse rates compared to entry into a lottery. In contrast,
at the subsequent wave, “low response propensity” sample
members responded significantly more positively to a 20
CHF conditional incentive compared to the same lottery
(Lipps et al., 2023). This suggests that beyond the gen-
eral tendency for low-response propensity individuals to be
more sensitive to incentives, there may also be a threshold
effect—a minimum level of monetary incentive required
to effectively motivate participation. Future research may
further experiment with incentive amounts with the aim
of finding the optimal allocation for response maximisa-
tion (and minimisation of non-response bias) under specific
budget constraints.

A different approach to targeting may also have led to
different results. In this case targeting was based on partici-
pation in the prior wave which happened around 7 years
before the Age 32 Survey. Although other studies (e.g.
Lynn et al., 2024) have adopted prior wave participation
as a proxy of co-operation of sample members, there are
many other characteristics that could have been used as the
basis for targeting.

It must also be acknowledged that non-contact is a signif-
icant contributor to non-response, particularly among prior
wave non-respondents. Where letters and emails were not
received, as contact details held by the study were out of
date and interviewers were unable to trace participants to
a new address, the offer of the higher incentive would never
have been seen. As a result, this subgroup could not have
been influenced by the incentive.

Prior experimental research on targeted incentives has
typically found a positive effect. We do not view our re-
sults as contradictory with this prior evidence but rather as
not fully comparable. Prior experimental research has com-
pared offering versus not offering monetary incentives to
a target group. Hence, the comparison is between a design,
in which a lower overall budget is allocated to incentives,
with a targeted design, in which a higher budget is allo-
cated to incentives. Conversely, we explore the impact on
survey participation of increasing incentives to some sub-
groups of respondents while decreasing incentives to other
subgroups. Furthermore, none of these experimental studies
focused on the UK context. As such, we consider this work
as providing a novel contribution to the literature.

The evidence presented here should not discourage fur-
ther attempts at targeting incentives: further experimenta-
tion is needed to identify whether there are other population
subgroups that might be more responsive to targeted incen-
tive approaches (or whether targeting based on more precise
measures of response propensity might prove more success-
ful); in this respect, longitudinal surveys offer an ideal set-
ting for testing differential effectiveness of incentives due
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to the availability of information on panel members from
prior survey waves. Further research may also consider how
to ideally allocate the overall budget for incentives across
the targeted and non-targeted designs.

This research has some limitations. First, we acknowl-
edge that the implementation of this experiment in a spe-
cific survey wave of a cohort study does not allow us to
evaluate the effectiveness of incentives for maximising re-
sponse among other age groups/cohorts, nor across multiple
countries, nor at different levels of maturity of the panel.
Furthermore, survey designs which include incentives tar-
geted to non-cooperative sample members are applicable
only to longitudinal studies, where information about par-
ticipation at prior survey waves is available.

Finally, besides the effectiveness of varying incentive
levels by population subgroups, survey practitioners need
to consider the ethical aspect of this design, considering
whether offering different level of monetary incentives to
respondents who complete the same survey violates expec-
tations of equity. Nicolaas and colleagues (2019) argue that
the use of targeted incentives appears to be fair if conceptu-
alised within the motivations that persuade sample members
to take part in surveys. Survey participation may be driven
by altruist motives but also by individualistic reasons, like
self-interest (e.g. importance of the study for the respon-
dent/those close to them) or survey specific factors (sense
of obligation towards the survey sponsor, relevance of the
study). In this context, it does not seem unfair to com-
pensate hard-to-persuade respondents who may not attach
similar value to motivations which may persuade others or
for whom participation may come at greater costs, as equity
does not necessarily imply equality of treatment.

Another concern is the potential detrimental effect on
response or attrition that may arise if respondents become
aware of being offered lower incentives compared to other
sample members. While awareness of unequal treatment is
unlikely to occur in general population studies, it may arise
when survey sample members belong to the same institu-
tions (e.g. school, workplace, etc.). On this respect, em-
pirical evidence is reassuring: Singer, Groves and Corning
(1999) notice that while most respondents perceive targeted
incentives as unfair, this consideration does not affect sub-
sequent survey participation.
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