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Why Do Response Rates and Sample Representativeness Matter? 
Conducting a student climate survey on sexual misconduct can have many benefits to institutions of higher education. 
Climate survey data can help schools develop prevention programs, allocate victims’ assistance resources, and modify 
policies in a data-informed way, based on the actual experiences and opinions of students. However, to be meaningful, 
the data must reflect the entire student body at a given school. Many schools have found that only a small proportion of 
students who are invited to take the survey actually do so. Low response rates are the biggest challenge to climate 
surveys and often make it difficult to have confidence in the data. When very few students participate in a survey, it 
raises concerns that the data may not be representative; in other words, students with certain characteristics (e.g., 
women, freshmen) or experiences (e.g., a history of sexual violence victimization, involvement in advocacy efforts) may 
be more likely to take the survey than others. Schools would not feel comfortable making important decisions that affect 
all students based on data from small or biased samples. Therefore, schools interested in conducting climate surveys 
need to plan carefully to maximize response rates and ensure sample representativeness. 

Incentive-Based Strategies  
Providing a tangible reward for completing the survey is the best way to get students to participate. Incentives are 
particularly effective at encouraging participation from those who might not otherwise, such as men and nonvictims.  

The best strategy to maximize response rates and increase sample representativeness is to pay each respondent an 
incentive for taking the survey; incentives in the range of $20 to $30 have been found to be most effective.1 However, 
this may not be feasible for many schools, particularly for large campuses or surveys where all students (rather than a 
sample of students) are invited to take the survey. 

Drawing-based incentives are the most common alternatives and can be very successful. With this approach, students 
who take the survey are entered into a drawing for a small number of awards, typically with a high monetary value (e.g., 
a drawing for 25 $200 prizes). This approach can be designed to encourage early participation (e.g., by entering students 
who complete the survey within the first week multiple times or holding an additional drawing only for early 
completers). Drawing-based incentives can also be designed to motivate stragglers at the very end (e.g., by holding an 
additional “last chance” drawing during the last week of the survey if response rates are lower than expected). 

With either approach, a wide range of incentives (e.g., cash, gift cards, high-value items like iPads) are possible.  
However, restrictions may apply to grant-funded climate surveys (for example, Office on Violence Against Women grant 
funds cannot be used to purchase incentives).  Schools should make sure they are aware of such restrictions and 
consider partnering with other campus offices or local businesses to cover the cost of incentives.

                                                             
1 Krebs, C. K., Lindquist, C, H., Berzofsky, M., Shook-Sa, B., Peterson, K., Planty, M., et al. (2016). Campus Climate Survey validation 
study final technical report. (NCJ 249545). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
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Nonincentive-Based Strategies  
Several nonincentive-based approaches can also be 
effective in encouraging student participation and 
sample representativeness. When designing a climate 
survey, we recommend that schools do the following: 

• Brand the survey to appeal to all students, 
regardless of their experiences. This means using a 
neutral survey title and description (e.g., Student 
Well-Being Survey) and avoiding terms like “sexual 
misconduct,” “sexual violence,” or “sexual 
assault.” 

• Market the survey to raise student awareness and 
get them excited about participation. Seek input 
from students on the marketing strategy, be 
creative, and use multimedia approaches (e.g., 
posters, table tents, social media posts, campus 
radio station announcements). 

• Time the survey field period to maximize student 
participation. The optimal time is the period right 
after spring break (and well before finals), but 
schools should consider the timing of competing 
surveys taking place during the school year.  

• Keep the survey open for 4 weeks and follow-up 
regularly with nonrespondents. Send weekly e-
mails (or texts, if possible) to encourage 
nonrespondents to participate. 

• Keep the survey short (less than 15 minutes), and 
highlight the short length when recruiting. 

• Select a mobile-friendly survey platform that 
allows students to take the survey on a handheld 
device if they prefer. 

These strategies should help ensure that the survey 
appeals to a broad range of students and increase the 
likelihood that students who are invited to take the 
survey will do so. Higher-quality data will, in turn, be 
more useful to schools when making decisions about 
policies, programs, and resources. 

OVW Campus Grant Technical Assistance: 
campusclimateTTA@rti.org 
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What Kind of Response Rates Should You Expect 
and What is Considered “Good Enough”? 

No standards for what is considered an acceptable 
response rate exist, with the general thinking being “the 
higher the better.” Published response rates for climate 
surveys have ranged widely, from less than 10% at some 
schools to over 70% at others. However, some climate 
surveys do not even calculate response rates, and among 
the rates that are published, it can be difficult to make 
“apples to apples” comparisons across studies to see 
which approaches appeared to produce higher rates. This 
is because survey populations vary (some efforts include 
only undergraduate students, whereas others also include 
graduate/professional students among whom response 
rates are higher) and breakdowns by key populations 
(e.g., undergraduate men, undergraduate women) are not 
always provided. In addition, some climate survey reports 
lack important methodological details such as survey 
length, field period, or follow-up procedures, which makes 
it difficult to identify which strategies were associated 
with higher (or lower) response rates.   

Schools that are planning a climate survey should be 
aware that even when incorporating all of the 
recommended strategies in this factsheet, school-specific 
factors will have an additional influence on response 
rates. School characteristics (e.g., commuter vs. 
residential), student make-up (e.g., age, socioeconomic 
status), contextual factors (e.g., competing surveys fielded 
at the same time), and technological considerations (e.g., 
spam filters on university e-mail accounts) may influence 
response rates. For example, the Campus Climate Survey 
Validation Study used a standard set of best practices 
applied uniformly across nine schools. Although the 
resulting response rates were fairly high at all schools, 
they varied widely. The average response rate for 
undergraduate women was 54% but ranged from a low of 
43% to a high of 71%; for men, the average response rate 
was 40%, with a range of 30% to 60%.2 This variability 
was found even though at each of the schools students 
were provided with a $25 incentive and all of the 
nonincentive-based strategies recommended in this 
factsheet were applied in a standardized manner.  
2Krebs, C. K., Lindquist, C, H., Berzofsky, M., Shook-Sa, B., Peterson, K., 
Planty, M., et al. (2016). Campus Climate Survey validation study final 
technical report. (NCJ 249545). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
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