Enhancing Survey Participation in Academic Research: Strategies,
Challenges, and a Framework for Optimal Response Rates

Hamed Taherdoost? and Mitra Madanchian?

IDepartment of Arts, Communications and Social Sciences, School of Arts, Science and Technology,
University Canada West, Vancouver, Canada

2GUS Institute | Global University Systems, London, UK

hamed.taherdoost@gmail.com
mitra.madanchian@gmail.com

Abstract: Survey-based research plays a critical role in academic inquiry, offering valuable insights into human behavior,
perceptions, and experiences. However, declining response rates have emerged as a significant methodological concern,
threatening the validity and generalizability of research findings. This paper explores what constitutes an optimal survey response
rate in contemporary academic research and examines the key factors contributing to low participation. Drawing from existing
literature and best practices, the paper evaluates current strategies used to improve response rates, including survey design,
communication techniques, timing, and incentive models. Furthermore, it introduces a strategic framework aimed at enhancing
participation while maintaining ethical standards. The discussion addresses the practical challenges of implementing these
strategies across diverse research contexts and offers recommendations for both individual researchers and academic
institutions. By synthesizing evidence-based approaches and proposing a flexible response optimization model, the paper
contributes to the ongoing effort to improve the quality and reliability of academic survey research.
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1. Introduction

A basic instrument in academic research, surveys are often used to collect huge amounts of data from particular
populations in a systematic and affordable way. Surveys are essential for producing empirical evidence across
disciplines, including education, psychology, business, health sciences, and the social sciences, whether they are
used to gauge attitudes, track behaviors, assess programs, or test theoretical models. Though they are well-known,
one of the most important methodological issues scholars today is falling survey response rates (Wright and
Marsden, 2010).

Response rates to academic surveys, especially those sent out electronically, have been on a clear declining trend
over the last two decades. Various elements contribute to this drop, including more digital noise, survey invitation
oversaturation, privacy and data security issues, perceived irrelevance or lack of utility for possible participants, and
the rising trend of survey fatigue. Often, as a consequence, researchers find participation rates below expectations,
which compromises the quality, accuracy, and generalizability of their findings (Karlberg, 2015, Kumar, 2023,
Taherdoost and Madanchian, 2025).

Thus, the idea of a "optimal" response rate is more than a statistical fantasy; it is a requirement for ethical and valid
research. Although conventional standards say that a response rate over 60% is good and over 70% is perfect,
especially in studies with online distribution or hard-to-reach populations, these numbers are becoming more
challenging to accomplish (Teitler et al., 2003). Methodological soundness depends on the ability to define what is
an ideal response rate today and how it might differ among research designs, fields, and target populations in this
setting (Groves et al., 2011).

Low response rates have several consequences. First, they generate concerns over nonresponse bias, which
happens when those who choose not to participate differ markedly from those who do, hence distorting findings
and compromising representativeness. Second, they might lower statistical power, which would result in ambiguous
or false results. At last, they raise moral questions, scholars have to consider the advantages of constant outreach
initiatives and reward offers against possible coercion or invasion of participants' time and privacy (Singer, 1978).

Researchers have used several techniques to increase involvement in order to solve this several difficulties. These
consist of improving survey tool clarity and duration, providing incentives, dispatching tailored reminders,
guaranteeing anonymity, and using several different communication channels. The effectiveness of these
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approaches, therefore, differs depending on contextual elements including the target audience, survey subject,
mode of delivery, and institutional support (Martin and Sherington, 1997).

By evaluating what defines an ideal response rate in modern academic research, investigating the effects of low
response rates, and offering feasible ideas to increase survey participation, this paper hopes to add to the continuing
debate on survey methodology. The main goal is not only to provide a diagnostic perspective of the issue but also
to present a strategic framework that researchers can modify and use depending on their own research objectives
and resources (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Challenges and Strategies in Academic Survey Research

2. Understanding Survey Response Rates

Survey response rates are a critical concern in empirical research, influencing the validity and generalizability of
findings (Reyes, 2020, Taherdoost, 2023). Declining response rates in household and opinion surveys raise the
possibility of distorted results (Reyes, 2020, Mélenberg et al., 2021). Therefore, understanding the factors that affect
response rates and strategies to improve them is of great importance (Delnevo et al., 2004).

Research indicates that different methodologies are utilized to enhance survey participation. One approach involves
prenotification. Sending advance letters or postcards prior to a call or survey has been shown to increase response
rates. For example, McLean et. al. (McLean et al., 2014), found that sending a prenotification postcard before a
questionnaire about bulimia nervosa mental health literacy increased response rates. However, the type of advance
mailing also plays a role (Richardson, 2011).

The mode of data collection also significantly influences response rates. Derby et. al. (Derby et al., 2011), compared
paper (in-clinic and postal) and electronic modes of survey administration, analyzing response rates and non-
response bias. Ekholm et. al. (Ekholm et al., 2010), used data from face-to-face and telephone interviews. Research
design, including the data collection medium, participant motivation (e.g. incentives), and researcher motivation all
effect response rate fluctuations (Holtom et al., 2022).

Furthermore, tailoring the survey approach to specific populations can impact response rates. Gonzalez-Caban et.
al. (Gonzalez-Caban et al., 2007), compared survey response rates, protest refusals to pay, and willingness-to-pay
of Native American communities compared to Montana's general population for wildland fire mitigation strategies
using a contingent valuation method (CVM) study. They found that Native Americans survey response rates were
not significantly different from Montana residents for the initial contact but were significantly different for the
follow-up in-depth phone interviews. Similarly, Ramirez et. al. (Ramirez et al., 2017), described the challenges in
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recruiting Spanish-speaking respondents for a national health communication survey and strategies used to improve
rates and quality of responses.

Incentives also appear to play a role (Delnevo et al., 2004). Delnevo et. al. (Delnevo et al., 2004), summarized primary
care physician responses to a mail survey on smoking cessation by physician specialty and timing of incentive,
underlining the importance of understanding research strategies that facilitate adequate response rates.

Temporal factors can also influence survey response rates. Madariaga et. al. (Madariaga et al., 2017), investigated
the influence of email scheduling on the response rate and response time for an online survey of school principals
in Chile. Rookey et. al. (Rookey et al., 2012), analyzed mail-back surveys of visitors to US National Parks from 1988
to 2007, examining the roles of additional contacts and survey salience in maintaining high response rates.

However, some strategies may not be correlated with response rates. Geyer et. al. (Geyer et al., 2020), found that
the use of reminders and validated questionnaires were not correlated with response rates.

The problem of non-response is experienced worldwide (Jacoby et al., 2022). Quesada et. al.(Quesada et al., 2008),
reported findings of an exploratory survey administered in the USA, Spain and Costa Rica on leaders' behavior,
achieving different response rates in each country. Nakashima et. al. (Nakashima et al., 2024), analyzed response
rates and respondent demographics in online surveys assessing public perception of Alzheimer’s disease-modifying
therapies in Japan, achieving a 16.9% response rate in two weeks.

Ellis et. al. (Ellis et al., 2022), performed a systematic review to examine the predictors of response rates, exploring
reasons provided for low response rates and identifying strategies to improve those rates. They thematically
analyzed reasons for low response and used those reasons to identify strategies to improve response rates.

Holtom et. al. (Holtom et al., 2022), examined survey response rates, indicating an increase in average response rate
from 48% in 2005 to 68% in 2020. Understanding the factors that affect survey response rates remains crucial for
ensuring the validity and reliability of research findings.

3. Consequences of Low Response Rates

The phenomenon of low response rates in survey research has garnered significant attention in various fields,
particularly in criminology and social sciences (Figure 2). The implications of low response rates are multifaceted,
affecting the validity and reliability of research findings. This literature review synthesizes key insights from relevant
studies, highlighting the consequences of low response rates and the associated biases that may arise.

One of the primary concerns regarding low response rates is the potential for nonresponse bias. Pickett et. al.
(Pickett et al., 2018), emphasize that a long-term downward trend in response rates has led to confusion about the
relationship between nonresponse bias and response rates. The authors argue that the disciplinary assumption that
surveys with low response rates yield biased estimates is prevalent, which can lead researchers to apply simplistic
rules for assessing the quality of survey data. This assumption is critical, as it suggests that low response rates may
systematically skew results, thereby undermining the integrity of research conclusions.

In the context of behavioral research, the effects of low response rates can be observed in the dynamics of
responding behavior. Spealman (Spealman, 1976), discusses how low rates of responding can influence the local
rate of key pecking in operant conditioning paradigms. The study indicates that when responding is maintained at
low levels, it can affect the overall behavioral patterns observed in experimental settings. This finding suggests that
low response rates may not only impact the data collected but also the interpretation of behavioral responses,
leading to potentially misleading conclusions.

Cole (Cole, 2001), further explores the long-term effects of high- and low-rate responding histories on fixed-interval
responding in rats. The study reveals that animals with a history of low-rate responding exhibit different behavioral
patterns compared to those with high-rate responding histories. This variation underscores the importance of
considering response rates in behavioral studies, as they can significantly influence the outcomes and interpretations
of research findings.

The implications of low response rates extend beyond behavioral studies to ecological and demographic research.
For instance, Owen-Smith (Owen-Smith, 2006), examines the shape of density dependence in African ungulate
populations, noting that the relationship between population growth rates and density can be affected by the quality
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of data collected. If low response rates lead to incomplete or biased data, the resulting models may
misrepresent population dynamics, ultimately affecting conservation efforts and management strategies.

Moreover, the concept of plasticity in response to environmental conditions, as discussed by Rice et. al. (Rice and
Bazzaz, 1989), highlights another dimension of low response rates. The study quantifies the growth advantages of
plant traits in response to varying resource levels, suggesting that low response rates in ecological surveys may
obscure the true adaptive strategies of species. This can have significant consequences for understanding ecological
interactions and the resilience of ecosystems under changing conditions.

In the realm of medical and biological research, the consequences of low response rates are equally pronounced.
For example, Maks et. al. (Maks et al., 2011), investigate the effects of radiation exposure on white blood cell
counts, emphasizing the importance of accurate data collection in understanding dose-response relationships. Low
response rates in clinical studies can lead to incomplete data sets, which may hinder the ability to draw reliable
conclusions about health outcomes and treatment efficacy.

In summary, the consequences of low response rates are profound and multifaceted, impacting various fields of
research. The potential for nonresponse bias, the influence on behavioral dynamics, and the implications for
ecological and medical studies all underscore the critical need for researchers to address low response rates
proactively. As highlighted by Pickett et. al. (Pickett et al., 2018), understanding the relationship between response
rates and data quality is essential for ensuring the validity of research findings. Future research should continue to
explore strategies for improving response rates and mitigating the biases associated with low participation, thereby
enhancing the robustness of empirical studies across disciplines.

Nonresponse Bias Reduced
Statistical Power

results may not

be represeritative less reliable findings

Invalid Conclusions Ethical Concerns
=3 Q\ (ﬂ

misleading risks to participant
interpretation protection

Figure 2. Consequence of Low Response Rate

3.1 Review of Existing Strategies to Improve Response Rates

Response rates are a critical consideration in various research endeavors, impacting the validity and generalizability
(Phillips et al., 2016). One significant area where response rates are vital is in survey research. VanGeest et. al.
(VanGeest et al., 2007), conducted a systematic review, concluding that researchers should persistently implement
design strategies documented to improve survey response, particularly among physicians. Phillips et. al. (Phillips et
al.,, 2016), emphasize that improved response rates can enhance survey validity by reducing unit and item
nonresponse. Specifically for health professions trainees, Phillips et. al. (Phillips et al., 2017), found a statistically
significant association between survey type (single- vs. multi-institutional) and response rate. Single-institutional
surveys exhibited higher response rates compared to multi-institutional ones. When considering web surveys,
Sammut et. al. (Sammut et al., 2021), aimed to evaluate strategies to increase response rates, noting the strides
made in questionnaire survey methodology due to the rise of the web. McPeake et. al. (McPeake et al., 2014), also
address electronic surveys, discussing simple techniques to enhance response rates. Cook et. al. (Cook et al., 2016),
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focused on Internet-based physician surveys, evaluating the impact of low-cost nonmonetary incentives and paper
mail reminders.

4. Proposing a Strategic Framework to Enhance Survey Participation

Survey participation is a critical component of research across various fields, including social sciences, public
health, and market research. The effectiveness of surveys often hinges on the level of participation, which can
be influenced by numerous factors, including the social and physical environment, the design of the survey,
and the incentives provided to participants. This literature review synthesizes existing frameworks and findings
from various studies to propose a strategic framework aimed at enhancing survey participation.

Perkins et. al. (Perkins et al., 1990), explored the relationship between community participation and various
block-level variables, including demographics and the built environment. Their findings suggest that the social
context significantly influences participation rates in community surveys. This indicates that understanding the
local environment and community dynamics is essential for designing effective surveys that encourage
participation. The study highlights the importance of tailoring survey approaches to fit the unique
characteristics of the target population, which can be a foundational element in a strategic framework for
enhancing survey participation.

In the realm of public participation in scientific research, Shirk et. al. (Shirk et al., 2012), proposed a framework
that emphasizes the quality and degree of public involvement in research processes. Their findings suggest that
well-designed participatory frameworks can significantly influence project outcomes. This aligns with the
notion that enhancing survey participation requires not only reaching out to potential respondents but also
ensuring that the process is engaging and meaningful. Incorporating elements of participatory design can thus
be a vital strategy in the proposed framework.

The concept of incentives is further explored by Buragohain et. al. (Buragohain et al., 2003), who apply game
theory to peer-to-peer systems. They propose a differential service-based incentive scheme to improve
participation in decentralized networks. This approach can be adapted to survey participation by identifying
and implementing incentives that motivate individuals to engage with surveys. By understanding the strategic
interactions among potential respondents, researchers can design surveys that offer compelling reasons for
participation, thus enhancing overall response rates.

Moreover, the work of Kacem et. al. (Kacem et al., 2016), on improving e-government services through social
media insights underscores the importance of understanding user profiles to tailor services effectively. This
approach can be mirrored in survey design, where understanding the demographics and preferences of
potential respondents can lead to more targeted and effective survey strategies. By leveraging social media
data, researchers can gain insights into the motivations and barriers faced by potential participants, allowing
for the development of more appealing survey invitations and formats.

The multi-stakeholder involvement management framework proposed by Waligo et. al. (Waligo et al., 2013),
also provides valuable insights into enhancing participation. Their findings indicate that effective stakeholder
engagement is crucial for successful outcomes in sustainable tourism initiatives. This principle can be applied
to survey participation by recognizing the diverse stakeholders involved and ensuring that their perspectives
and needs are considered in the survey design process. By fostering a sense of ownership and relevance among
potential respondents, researchers can enhance participation rates.

Finally, the recent work by Zhou et. al. (Zhou and Kaplanidou, 2023), on social capital and event participation
highlights the importance of sustained engagement beyond the immediate context of the survey. Their findings
suggest that temporary interactions may not be sufficient to build lasting social capital. This insight can inform
strategies that encourage ongoing engagement with survey participants, potentially through follow-up surveys
or community-building initiatives that keep respondents connected to the research topic.
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5. Discussion

Increasing survey response rates is still a constant difficulty in academic research. Although many techniques have
been tried and used in various fields, their effectiveness is usually situation-dependent. The suggested methodology
in this research addresses this continuous problem by means of a multi-pronged strategy combining digital
optimization, ethical incentive use, strategic timing, and personalization. Real-world efficacy of these plans,
however, is affected by several pragmatic, technical, and ethical issues.

Understanding the target audience mostly determines the efficacy of tactics like personalized invites, reminder
scheduling, and incentive programs. For example, while senior professionals would prefer short, purpose-driven
invitations with guarantees of secrecy and relevance, student populations might respond well to digital reminders
and minor incentives. Higher completion rates are also aided by the use of visually intuitive designs and mobile-
optimized survey platforms. Including the survey into people's daily lives, for example, by distributing during class
transitions or work breaks, has been shown to boost involvement.

Though they could be advantageous, using these techniques raises significant difficulties. Resource availability is
one major barrier; not all academics have the tools, platforms, or funding required to implement advanced
engagement techniques. Particularly in research with vulnerable populations, institutional review board (IRB)
restrictions could also affect the kinds of incentives that can be presented or the way reminders are sent. Moreover,
too much reliance on reminders could cause participant weariness, hence reducing the impact of follow-up
messages. Technological constraints include inadequate email deliverability or lack of mobile connection in some
areas make it even more difficult to reach high response rates.

Researchers have to use a data-driven and participant-centered strategy if they want to improve response rates
sustainably. This calls for running pilot tests to evaluate the efficacy of various tactics prior to complete
implementation. Universities and research institutions should provide training courses that arm academics with
knowledge in digital survey design, audience segmentation, and ethical incentive use. Developing centralized
systems with consistent survey dissemination methods can simplify work and reduce departmental participant
outreach duplication. Furthermore, by means of awareness campaigns, promoting a culture of research engagement
might slowly raise desire to participate, especially in academic environments where surveys are common.

6. Conclusion

Survey response rates are a critical yet often underestimated component of academic research quality. As this paper
has demonstrated, a low response rate can undermine a study’s validity, introduce bias, and compromise its
credibility. While there is no universally accepted benchmark for what constitutes an “optimal” response rate,
maintaining a high level of participation is essential for ensuring that findings are representative and reliable.

Through an exploration of existing literature and strategies, this study highlighted a range of techniques that
researchers can employ to enhance participation, from optimizing survey design and timing to leveraging ethical
incentives and personalized outreach. The proposed strategic framework offers a structured approach to improving
response rates by aligning these methods with the specific context and characteristics of the target population.

Nonetheless, practical challenges such as resource constraints, technological limitations, and ethical considerations
must be carefully navigated. Institutional support, including training in digital research tools and standardized
distribution protocols, can play a pivotal role in helping researchers address these barriers.

In conclusion, improving survey response rates requires a deliberate, participant-centered, and context-aware
approach. By adopting flexible and ethical engagement strategies, researchers can significantly increase
participation, thereby strengthening the overall impact and trustworthiness of academic research. Future studies
should focus on testing the proposed framework across diverse disciplines and demographic groups, and on
exploring innovative tools, such as Al and chatbot technologies, to further support effective survey engagement.
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