
_tournal of Epidemiology and Community Health 1992; 46: 86

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Effect of a newspaper article on the response to a

postal questionnaire

Postal questionnaires are often used for the
collection ofmedical research data. Response may
be modified by many factors,' and incentives to
achieve a positive response have been
experimentally tested. 1 2 Here we report on a trial
which tested whether an accompanying
newspaper article with a description of the study
might influence the response to a postal
questionnaire.
The children of 2637 women who participated

in two randomised trials of routine
ultrasonography in pregnancy3 4 have been
followed up to study any harmful effects of
screening. Addresses of 2390 women were traced
by November 1, 1988, and they were sent a postal
questionnaire with an informative letter and a
postage paid envelope. The questionnaire
contained 66 closed end questions, some
specifically addressing the child's health (hearing,
vision, handedness). Since 91 women (3tJ ) could
not be traced by the post service, 2299 women are
likely to have received the questionnaire.
To avoid unnecessary anxiety among pregnant

women no information about the study was
disclosed to the public. Nevertheless, the study
received press coverage on day 24 after mailing,
after which we observed a strong increase in the
number of returned questionnaires.
We decided to test whether an accompanying

newspaper article with a description of the study
might influence the 716 (31 ° , ) who had not
returned the questionnaire after two months. A
photocopy of the article was randomly allocated
with a letter of reminder, and response was
monitored for 30 days. The article was then
forwarded to those who were randomised to the
control group, and still had not responded.
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Response to a reminder
questionnaire among
women with a newspaper
article enclosed (n = 392)
and without a newspaper
article enclosed (n = 324)
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The results were analysed with a Kaplan-Meier
survival procedure, and equality of response
probability between the groups was tested with
log rank x2 statistics. The shape of the response
curve indicated that the hazards were
proportional, and an overall odds ratio of response
between groups was calculated.
The figure shows that women who did not

receive a newspaper article describing the study
were less likely to return the questionnaire (log
rank X2=5-36, p=0 02, odds ratio=0 79, 950)
confidence interval 0-66-0 96), and over three
months following the 30 day trial their response
never caught up with that of those who received
the article with their letter of reminder (odds
ratio= 067, 951. confidence interval 0-56-0 80).
These results suggest that a postal

questionnaire with an enclosed newspaper article
describing the study may be more favourably
responded to than a questionnaire without such
an incentive.
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Log rank X2= 5-36, ldf, p=O002
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